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Abstract

Outdoor adventure education (OAE) was formally introduced in the early-mid
1900s to address certain societal ills. At the time, the focus was on the decline of
physical and moral character in young boys, and the outdoors was seen as an ideal
environment to address these concerns. In today’s culture, however, increasing
awareness of environmental concerns has highlighted a need for pedagogy focused on
human-place relations leading to moral change that inspires pro-environmental
behaviours. A growing body of literature suggests that OAE experiences contribute to
human relationships with the more-than-human world. However, a thematic analysis of
the literature reveals a disconnect between the sociocultural foundations of OAE
pedagogy, the onto-epistemological assumptions that inform pedagogy, and the
resulting human-nature relations. Additionally, the literature does not adequately
address the nature of relationship or how ‘relationship’ might translate into behaviours.

This thesis employs a phenomenological lens to the question of relationship,
challenging the onto-epistemological foundations of OAE pedagogy that are still
influenced by problematic sociocultural structures. | argue that the roots of traditional
OAE pedagogy encourage adversarial human-nature relations and suggest new onto-
epistemological structures that encourage a different quality of relations leading to a
sense of kinship and an ethic of care. Martin Buber’s philosophy of dialogue,
experiences of the natural sublime, and indigenous ontologies are combined to suggest
a phenomenon of primary encounters that has the potential to shift onto-
epistemological assumptions and lead to more place-inclusive pedagogy.

Drawing on my own experiences in OAE, | utilise autoethnography to both
illustrate and test the concept of primary encounters. A thematic analysis of
autoethnographic data reveals the ways in which embodiment, aesthetics, time, and
practice contribute to a sense of mutuality and reciprocity between humans and the
more-than-human world through primary encounters. Based on this autoethnographic

data, techniques for applying primary encounters in OAE pedagogy are suggested.
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Part 1: Mapping the Terrain

We have lived our lives by the assumption that what was good for us would
be good for the world. We have been wrong. We must change our lives so
that it will be possible to live by the contrary assumption, that what is good
for the world will be good for us. And that requires that we make the effort

to know the world and learn what is good for it (Berry, 2012, p. 220).

This section comprises phase one of the research which sought to answer the
question, “How have historical and cultural influences shaped pedagogical approaches
to outdoor adventure education in the United States, and what onto-epistemological
assumptions guide these approaches?” Chapter 1 gives an overview of the project by
first discussing a rationale, philosophical position, and identifying the problem.
Following this | provide an outline of the research questions and the research design.
Chapter 2 summarizes the sociological and historical context of outdoor adventure
education in the United States, with a specific focus on the emergence of Outward
Bound USA and the Boy Scouts of America. | then provide further context by
summarizing the research around a sense of place and place-responsive pedagogies,
suggesting that while these concepts are helping to address problematic historical

paradigms, they lack a rootedness in supportive onto-epistemological assumptions.



Chapter 1: Background and Context

1.1 Background of the study

This research project was born out of curiosities. It first started with a line of
guestioning related to where we choose to locate outdoor adventure education (OAE)
programmes in North America. Why the outdoors? In what ways does the environment
contribute to the overall aims of OAE experiences? This led to a survey of the historical
and cultural influences of traditional OAE objectives and pedagogy, as outlined in the
following chapter. From here, it has become clear that traditional approaches to OAE
are no longer relevant in the age of the Anthropocene and with the threat of climate
change.

What initiated these curiosities? | was first introduced to traditional OAE
programmes in early 2001. While my upbringing included many opportunities to go
camping, hiking, and skiing, prior to 2001 | had not participated in any formalized
version of outdoor adventure education. In January of that year | entered a graduate
programme titled the “6-Month Wilderness Leadership Practicum” (6-month WLP). This
programme involved living and travelling in various outdoor settings with a cohort of 6
others. We were students on expeditions for the first 5 months, after which we
transitioned to being instructors for adolescent youth in the summer programmes. The
6-month WLP programme, or Advanced WLP as it later became known, involved an 18-
day winter camping expedition in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, a 6-week expedition
in the Texas desert which included backpacking through Big Bend National Park and
canoeing the Rio Grande River, a 4-day bikepacking trip in the Nicolet National Forest,
and a 4-day rock climbing trip at Devils Lake State Park. During this intense and
immersive experience, | journaled daily. As a group, we also kept a group journal for the
two longer trips.

This unique educational experience eventually led to a career in OAE, leading
expeditions and eventually finding my way into university teaching and helping
students develop their own pathways to OAE careers. My introductory experience in
the Northwoods and the desert created the lens through which | led and taught others

to lead. As a leader and instructor, | modelled my previous experiences as a student,



focusing primarily on personal growth and character development. The wilderness
environment was important to this work, but it was not often a direct focus.

It wasn’t until | started teaching philosophy and ethics that my mindset began to
shift. It was a slow, glacial shift that is difficult to trace. Still, a few waypoints can be
identified. This shift was partially due to the things | was reading. Some of the
influential authors whose work | consumed during those years included Annie Dillard,
Anne Lamott, John Balzar, Rebecca Solnit, Robert Macfarlane, Barry Lopez, and David
Abram.! In a 2014 entry in my personal journal, | articulated this shift in thinking as
follows:

Barry Lopez’s book is becoming an important one for me. My moods and

impressions of the natural world are finding words through his careful

description and interpretation of the Arctic region. | think this is important
intellectual work—like the slow process that smooths out rocks at the bottom of

a riverbed. | feel like it’s beginning to frame a small shift for me—or, rather, a

large shift—taking years of time spent in the wilderness and moving to a place

where perhaps | can give back. (Personal Journal, 29 April, 2014).

Around this same timeframe (2014-2016), | also began a new morning routine at
my home in California. | was living in a second story apartment, with a deck that pushed
its way into and under the branches of a massive oak tree—a California black Oak that
was several centuries old and approximately 80 feet tall. As | sat on my porch, drinking
my morning coffee, | would watch the various lifeforms that depended on this tree for
food or shelter. There were several year-round residents—scrub jays, acorn
woodpeckers, oak bushtits, grey squirrels, northern flickers, Anna’s hummingbirds,
nuthatches. Turkeys would scratch for food under the Oak’s canopy, coming through in
the morning and again at dusk. The Nuttall’s woodpecker was an elusive visitor; | heard
his presence more often than seeing it. The tree was also home to a colony of ants that
learned to make their way into my kitchen via a poorly placed hanging mechanism for
my bird feeder. It took me a while to realize they were coming from the tree, at which

point | promptly removed their parachute-chord highway.

! The influence of these authors will be evident throughout this work.



Spring, summer, and fall brought an array of migrating birds. While some
species of finches remained throughout the year, the pine siskins would pass through
during migration, along with various species of hummingbirds, grosbeaks, and
flycatchers. One year a pair of starlings took over an old woodpecker’s nest, while a pair
of red shouldered hawks nested in the redwood tree across the street. Occasionally |
would see a coyote or a fox, and once there was a black bear wandering through the
field. Somehow, in my mind, anyways, the Black Oak was the center of this bustling
network of life that flourished outside my front door, providing food, shade, and
shelter.

On May 30, 2016, | was awakened at 5:30am by a massive crash outside that
shook the building. | made my way to the porch, and the ancient Oak was lying on the
ground, having missed my apartment by just a few inches. This event didn’t surprise
me—I had noticed a break in her roots the day before, and my landlady had been
working with an arborist to try and save the tree once she discovered evidence of root
rot. Despite the lack of surprise, my emotions immediately welled up. My heart grieved
the loss of this companion, and the companions that were fed and sheltered by her
branches and fruit.

The Oak’s corpse lay on the ground for the remainder of the summer, after she
had been delimbed. Eventually, my landlady planted a red maple in her place, with the
rationale that maples grow fast and it would eventually be able to provide some shade
to the yard the way the Oak had. But the inhabitants of the old Oak—the titmouse,
scrub jay, woodpeckers, and others—were dispersed and did not return. The turkeys
didn’t even come around as often after she fell.

Leading up to the year 2014, | had participated in numerous expeditions to
remote locations across North America. | spent close to 60 nights per year sleeping
under the stars in various seasons and climates. And yet, despite all those experiences, |
had never cultivated the kind of relationship with place that happened during these
later years in Northern California. | mourned the loss of the Oak the way | would have
mourned the passing of a friend. And it wasn’t just the Oak that | lost. The Oak provided
a relational connection to many others, and all was severed when the Oak no longer

existed.



I never loved the town of Redding, California. The climate was not to my liking,
nor was the culture. But somehow that little corner of oak savannah wormed its way
into my affections like a virus, in ways | couldn’t quite explain. | never had what | would
consider to be an awe-inspiring, sublime experience on my porch. But time, familiarity,
and the language of the more-than-human world forged a type of relationship that |
hadn’t previously experienced—one that led to a deep level of care and compassion for
the various aspects of the ecological landscape.

The development of this relationship certainly had external influences—
including the authors mentioned above as well as unknown cultural and social
influences. But something else made this encounter with the more-than-human world
unique, something that made me want to care for the earth from a place of concern
and affection rather than duty. Why hadn’t this mentality been cultivated on the
countless wilderness expeditions in which | had taken part? Given the intentionality of
these experiences and the focus on learning and growth, one would assume that
similarly strong relational bonds would result.

Reflecting on this progression within my own experiences led to curiosity about
whether OAE might be missing a valuable opportunity. While my OAE expeditions often
presented a focus on respecting the land through which we would be travelling, the
focus perpetuated a humans-apart-from-nature mentality. We were just travelling
through, so we respected the land in the same way one might behave when a guest in
someone else’s home. And, to an extent, this was true. My OAE expeditions often took
place far from where any of us actually lived. We were there temporarily, sojourners
looking for new experiences that would open new avenues for learning. Our care and
concern for the places through which we travelled were short-lived, only ensuring that

we erased evidence of our presence as if our presence was a plague on the land.

1.2 The need for a theoretical study

After years of attending conferences and research symposiums, | have become a
bit weary of the imbalance between empirical research and theoretical research. While
empirical research is undeniably valuable, some empirical studies feel a bit prescribed,

formulaic, and/or driven by a desire to “give them what they want.” | wanted to



conduct my research differently, to focus on theory, to dig into the philosophical
foundations that ground much of the empirical research.

| recently found solace in the company of like-minded thinkers, who have
dubbed conventional qualitative research as being often “reductionist, hegemonic, and
sometimes oppressive” (St. Pierre, 2013, p. 613). Following in St. Pierre’s wake, Honan
and Bright (2016) suggest moving beyond the normative structures of the doctoral
thesis in search of more creative and innovative approaches to generating knowledge.
Honan and Bright take much of their cues from Deleuze, offering the following in
support of their argument that the “macro-structure” of a typical doctoral thesis
suppresses creativity:

The problem is not to direct or methodologically apply a thought which pre-

exists in principle and in nature, but to bring into being that which does not yet

exist (there is no other work, all the rest is arbitrary, mere decoration). To think
is to create—there is no other creation—but to create is first of all to engender

“thinking” in thought (Deluze, as quoted in Honan and Bright, 2016, p. 733).

Much like a patchwork quilt, | approached this research project with a desire to
stitch together a philosophical framework, connecting what often feels like disparate
studies containing nuggets of truth without fully addressing sometimes contradictory
theoretical frameworks. At the risk of mixing metaphors, what | was sensing at the time
(without knowing it) was what Mary Midgley called “Philosophical Plumbing.” In her
words:

Plumbing and philosophy are both activities that arise because elaborate

cultures like ours have, beneath their surface, a fairly complex system which is

usually unnoticed but which sometimes goes wrong. In both cases this can have

serious consequences (1992, p. 139).

In the pages that follow, the research unfolds by first drawing attention to onto-
epistemological assumptions that lie beneath the surface of Outdoor Adventure
Education (OAE) as it is practiced in the United States. Revealing inconsistencies
between emerging values and dispositions needed to address our climate change crisis
and the historical and cultural foundations of pedagogical practices, | suggest Martin
Buber’s philosophy of dialogue and notion of ‘encounter’ as a way to

phenomenologically explore a different kind of relationship between humans and the



more-than-human world. This exploration makes use of Merleau-Ponty’s version of
phenomenology, paying particular attention to embodiment as it relates to the way
humans engage with the more-than-human world through OAE experiences. | then
explore the phenomenon of the natural sublime, noting the various features of a
sublime experience as described by philosophers and nature writers. Martin Buber’s
notion of ‘encounter’ is then knitted together with the phenomenon of the sublime to
suggest a way of relating to the more-than-human world through primary encounters,
making connections to relational ontology and indigenous ways of knowing. The notion
of primary encounters is further developed as a conceptual framework that employs
new onto-epistemological assumptions, paving the way for the development of an ethic
that drives pro-environmental behaviours. Finally, | suggest ways in which primary
encounters might inform pedagogy within OAE, shifting the focus from place-
responsive pedagogies to a place-inclusive pedagogy.

One of the most common questions | have received when | have talked about
this research these last few years is, “What’s it for?” In a world that places
unquestioned value upon objective, empirical research, the question is understandable.
Empirical research has paved the way for countless technologies and advances in
physical and mental health. In recent months the terms ‘peer-reviewed’ and ‘control
trials’ have become part of household conversations as people evaluate the
effectiveness of COVID vaccines and treatments. What place does theoretical research
have in the presence of such empirical brilliance?

All research must acknowledge and identify the metaphysical and
epistemological assumptions that guide the research questions and methodology—the
philosophical plumbing that directs foundational ideas. Subsequently, metaphysical and
epistemological assumptions depend on human knowledge and values, which depends
on scientific research. It is a reciprocal relationship, and without equal attention to
both, our picture is incomplete. New knowledge and scientific advancements must push
us to question our philosophical assumptions, and researchers have called for a
renewed attention to these philosophical assumptions within outdoor adventure
education pedagogy (Harrison, 2010). The still relatively new field of ecological science,

the reality of climate change, and our entrance into the Anthropocene are all reasons



why we need to question whether our onto-epistemological assumptions are still

relevant.

1.3 Rationale for the study

As mentioned above, my entrance into Outdoor Adventure Education (OAE)
began in the summer of 2001, leading wilderness expeditions in the Northwoods of the
American Midwest. The organization | worked for—Honey Rock Camp, which was
affiliated with Wheaton College—modelled their “High Road” expeditions after
Outward Bound’s philosophy and pedagogy. High Road expeditions were designed to
help participants cultivate relationships with themselves, others, God, and the
environment. The purpose was stated as follows:

The purpose of High Road is to promote the development of Christian maturity

in others: to increase each participant’s capacity to wholeheartedly love God

and to love neighbor as self. This is achieved by providing opportunities of
action and reflection which facilitate the self-evaluation of personal values and
capabilities and encourage a greater commitment to Jesus Christ and the

consistent practice of Biblical values (High Road Instructor’s Manual, 2001).

This “Statement of Purpose” was accompanied by a list of some twenty-five
goals/objectives, organized under five categories: spiritual depth, social competence,
psychological awareness and adequacy, mental acumen, and physical fitness. Of these,
only one of the goals discussed the natural environment directly, “To develop an
increased awareness and appreciation for the natural environment as God’s creation
and an increased sense of personal responsibility for its care and preservation” (High
Road Instructor’s Manual, 2001). While “appreciation for the natural environment” was
one of the stated goals, it was rarely a central theme in my or my colleagues’
programme designs. Aside from teaching proper Leave No Trace (LNT) principles at the
outset of the trip and identifying a few trees, there was little to no content designed to
help cultivate this sphere of relationship. There was an unspoken assumption that living
and traveling in a “wilderness” environment would naturally result in “awareness and
appreciation... and an increased sense of personal responsibility.”

| have a vivid memory from the final trip that | led that first summer. It was an

outdoor orientation trip for incoming university students. The last night, before our
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final run-in, we discussed the idea of wilderness. After two weeks of living and traveling
in the wilderness, | asked my participants “what is wilderness?” This led to a rich and
rather philosophical discussion about the nature of wilderness, which was interpreted
by the participants (and by myself at the time) as a difficult, challenging place, where
character and integrity are tested and refined. Students discussed this in broad terms,
relating it to other “wilderness experiences” (e.g. navigating difficult life circumstances,
transitions, etc.).

While there was value in this discussion in terms of learning resilience and
fortitude, looking back on these early experiences leaves me disillusioned by my own
inattentiveness to the possibilities of a deeper ecological relationship. With the
advantage of hindsight, | see now that whatever “appreciation for the natural
environment” was being cultivated was unlikely to result in an eco-centric
environmental ethos or pro-environmental behaviours (discussed in more detail in the
following chapter). This caused me to wonder... what is the ontological and
epistemological value of locating experiential pedagogy in the outdoors? What does

this setting add to the experience? And what might we be missing?

1.4 Summary of literature

A qualitative study by Daniel (2010), surveying 227 wilderness trip participants
from 25 different years, found that the wilderness setting on an Outward Bound style
trip was described by the majority of participants (46%) to be either a ‘catalyst’ for
personal reflection or a ‘crucible’ for the trial and testing of endurance. Another 5% of
participants simply saw it as a ‘canvas,’ or a backdrop to the greater aims of the trip
(intra/interpersonal growth). The rest didn’t indicate that the wilderness environment
was significant at all. The quality of relationship invoked by these words is impersonal,
even adversarial. In an age where climate change, eco-illiteracy (Orr, 1992), and Nature
Deficit Disorder (Louv, 2006) are some of our greatest challenges, it seems that outdoor
educators can do better. Mannion & Lynch (2015) claim that the environment, while
being recognized as one of the purposes of outdoor education, has traditionally been
overshadowed by an over-emphasis on the other two purposes (personal & social
development and outdoor activities). Bonnett (2003, 2009, 2012) suggests that the

metaphysical conceptions of our relations with nature must be re-imagined in order to
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effect pro-environmental behaviours that are sourced in morality and an eco-centric
environmental ethos.

Through the course of this research | have encountered many quantitative and
qualitative studies that utilized conventional research methods to analyse human
relations with the more-than-human world. These studies use various surveys and
tools—such as the Nature Relatedness Scale (Nisbet, Zelenski and Murphy, 2009),
Biophilia Hypothesis (Kellert and Wilson, 1993), and the Connectedness to Nature Scale
(Mayer and Frantz, 2004)—to study human relations with the more-than-human world.
However, each research project | read about seemed to ignore the deeper philosophical
questions that drive assumptions about relationships—namely, the quality of those
relationships and the onto-epistemological assumptions that guide our interpretations
of encounters with the more-than-human world.

Several of the studies mentioned above present strong evidence of correlation
(between things like connectedness to nature and eco-friendly behaviours, or nature
connectedness and happiness and wellbeing), but determining causal relationships has
proven to be more complicated. As an example, Mayer and Frantz write, “At this time
we have established that a significant positive relationship exists between these
measures. Establishing a causal relationship between a person’s sense of feeling
connected to nature and eco-friendly acts is another matter, however” (2004, p. 512).
In outdoor adventure education, there are many factors to consider relating to
causation. Some examples include where the programme was located, what the overall
outcomes were, what pedagogical approach was utilised, how far participants had to
travel from home, etc. There’s also the question of transference. Does connectedness
to nature extend beyond programmatic or home locations? If so, can the OAE
experience be considered a cause?

Most studies that focus on causation isolate specific variables and then design
experiments that require both an experimental group and a control group with random
assignment to establish nonspuriousness. These random control trials (RTC) have
proven to be ethically problematic for some aspects of outdoor adventure education
(Gabrielsen et al., 2016). RCT’s are also dependent upon being able to isolate variables,

which is problematic when variables can include personality and/or individualistic
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differences in pedagogy, weather, and other conditions that are subjective and difficult
to control.

Researchers have called for more studies related to how participants interpret
and conceptualize the more-than-human world, the meanings they attach to their
relationships, and the environmental behaviours that result (Daniel, 2010; Cosgriff,
2011; Beery and Wolf-Watz, 2014). For this project, my initial intent was to answer this
call, addressing the gap by exploring the phenomenology of human relationships with
the more-than-human world through OAE experiences. The broad question that guided
my initial literature review and research design was, “How can outdoor adventure
education be used to cultivate relationships with the more-than-human world that
result in an eco-centric environmental ethos?”

To answer this question, and to truly explore human experiences of relationship
with the more-than-human world, more theoretical grounding is needed. Specifically,
the nature of relationship must first be addressed, including the social, cultural, and
onto-epistemological influences that shape our conception and experience of
relationship and the implications these have on our choice in the location of

programming and pedagogy.

1.5 Identifying the problem

As discussed briefly above, climate change has led us to a point of crisis. Many
scientists and geologists (Zalasiewicz et al., 2011) have suggested that we have entered
into a new epoch, titled the Anthropocene, where humans are the largest influencers of
geologic and environmental changes. Civilization has been slow to react. So far, we
have (slowly) sought to address this crisis through a focus on fossil fuel consumption,
identifying and developing alternative forms of power, encouraging practices of
recycling and reusing products, etc. These solutions, however well-intentioned, only
skim the surface of the problem. What is needed is deep work, philosophical work, a
radical paradigm shift in our metaphysical foundations. This is the bedrock upon which
we build our epistemology and axiology and which ultimately influences our values and

actions.
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This is big work, important work, the scale of which feels impossible. As one
individual, I cannot hope to address this problem on such a massive scale. | can,
however, influence my little corner of the globe.

In thinking about the kinds of ontological shifts that | believe need to happen, |
considered my own paradigm shift in this regard. | used to be much more close-minded
and subscribed to largely anthropocentric philosophical assumptions with a certain
degree of moral superiority. This was despite what some would consider an above-
average amount of time spent in remote, natural environments. At one point in time, |
was spending close to a quarter of every year leading outdoor adventure experiences,
sleeping under the stars, in various seasons and climates. While a paradigm shift did
happen, it was slow and reluctant, and happened when | was spending much less time
in the field. In hindsight, | couldn’t help but wonder why 15 years as an adventure guide
and educator hadn’t made much of a difference in changing my relationships with, and
thus my behaviours towards, the more-than-human world.

As I've contemplated this and deconstructed the historical and sociocultural
roots of OAE and how it is practiced in the United States (chapter 2), I've defined what |
see as the central problem that is driving this research. Largely due to its sociocultural
roots and onto-epistemological foundations, my analysis demonstrates how outdoor
adventure education has more often served to alienate humans from the more-than-
human world by reinforcing a sense of ‘otherness,” a denial of agency for the more-

than-human world, and an overall mindset of human superiority.

1.6 Philosophical position

Consistent with my emphasis on relations, | approach this research project
through the lens of phenomenology (discussed below) and from the philosophical
posture of post-qualitative analysis and new materialism. Gamble, Hanan, and Nail
(2019) suggest that, while new materialism doesn’t have a singular definition, the
various approaches to new materialism share a common commitment: “to
problematize the anthropocentric and constructivist orientations of most twentieth-
century theory in a way that encourages closer attention to the sciences by the
humanities” (p. 111). Coole and Frost discuss new materialism as a plurality of theories

within contemporary philosophy and social science, identifying one theme of new
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materialism as, “an ontological reorientation that is resonant with, and to some extent
informed by, developments in natural science: an orientation that is posthumanist in
the sense that it conceives of matter itself as lively or as exhibiting agency” (2010, pp.
6—7). New materialists challenge assumptions that matter is passive, suggesting a sense
of aliveness and activity that pervades within matter. These views also challenge the
notion of dualities and suggest greater fluidity between traditional binary categories.

Whereas in philosophy and social science this ontological turn is being referred
to as ‘new’, | argue in this thesis that these notions are only new in the sense that they
are just now gaining attention in western, Euro-centric thinking. Much of the work
presented in this thesis is based on the writings of Martin Buber, for instance, whose
philosophy of dialogue was ahead of its time in its recognition of relationality as
reciprocal and a priori. Even earlier than Buber, many indigenous ontologies have long
recognized the primacy of relations and the agency of matter. These ideas are central to
the ontological arguments presented in chapter 4.

This philosophical position drives many of the assumptions that | carry into the
project, namely: 1) that the research and the researcher are relationally and
subjectively connected, 2) that the more-than-human world has and deserves agency
apart from humans, 3) that we cannot truly comprehend aspects of the more-than-
human world without acknowledging our relationship and dependency upon it, and 4)
that a new materialist approach to metaphysics and epistemology is based in holism,
which includes substances and the relationships between substances in ontological
pluralism.

These assumptions will be apparent throughout the following text. Considering
this theoretical stance, | make no attempt to investigate, analyse, or interrogate from a
place of objectivity. Rather, my approach intends to invite and involve various
perspectives, voices, and theories into my own experiences in an attempt to holistically

conceive of the phenomenon of human relationships with the more-than-human world.

1.7 Methodology

Methodologically, this thesis is an exploration that utilises phenomenology in
two ways. While qualitative researchers are familiar with phenomenology as a specific

research methodology, the concept stems from a branch in philosophy that seeks to
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describe and analyze the way that people perceive, experience, and interpret the world
around them. Questions in phenomenology concern human experience and how
humans interpret experience. Phenomenology has helped us deepen our
understandings of concepts like perception, embodiment, and experiences of space and

time.
1.7.1. Phenomenology as a philosophy

As a philosophy, phenomenology can be understood as “the study of structures
of consciousness as experienced from the first-person point of view” (Smith, 2018).
Phenomenology seeks to unpack the nature of human experience—how we make
meaning from our experiences and how we assimilate this meaning into our onto-
epistemological frameworks.

Phenomenology was developed by Edmund Husserl in the early 1900s as a
counter-narrative to the objective sciences, calling into question the assumption of
objectified reality. René Descartes’ work in the mid 17t century had provided a
foundation for these positivist sciences, making possible the myriad of scientific and
technological achievements we enjoy today—automobiles, satellites, vaccines, cell
phones. The objective sciences assume an ontological separation between the human
subjective mind and the objective nature of the material world. The objective world is
then broken down and studied mathematically, allowing the scientist to ascertain the
‘true’ nature of reality, thus opening the door for the manipulation of that reality for
human progress, health, and vitality. Psychology was also developed on the heels of
these assumptions, reducing human behaviour and experience into positivist terms in
order to be studied mathematically.

Husserl criticized Cartesian and positivist perspectives, arguing that these
sciences failed to acknowledge the interconnectedness of subjective human experience
and the material world. Where the scientist is assumed to be separate, ensuring the
objectivity of experimentation, there remains a hesitancy to acknowledge the
immediate lived experience of the scientist, “for he cannot cease to live in the world as
a human among other humans, or as a creature among other creatures, and his
scientific concepts and theories necessarily borrow aspects of their character and

texture from his untheorized, spontaneously lived experience” (Abram, 2017, p. 33).
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This led Husserl to call for a return to the lived world as it is experienced in its
felt immediacy (1999). Particularly for the human sciences, Husserl argued that
research must consider the lived experience of human subjects, from their point of
view. For Husserl, the only world we can know is the one we directly experience, the
‘phenomenal’ world, which is a subjective realm. Humans are metaphysically incapable
of escaping our immediate lived experience and the confines of our own mental and
subjective activity that is driven by experience. As one example, the scientist who is
assuming an objectified distance from her experiment is continually responding to the
world as she experiences it bodily—hunger, tiredness, emotions, etc (Abram, 2017).
The phenomenal experience arguably impacts the mental activity related to the
‘objective’ research at hand and calls into question the nature of this objectivity.
Epistemologically then, Husserl believed that knowledge based on intuition and essence
precedes empirical knowledge, the former having an impact on the latter directly or
indirectly (Moustakas, 1994).

Thus problematizing the foundational assumptions of the objectified sciences,
Husserl devoted himself to providing a solution—a way that science can progress on the
assumption that empirical knowledge must first acknowledge the essence of the world
as it is experienced, what he called Lebenswelt, or ‘life-world’. “The life-world is the
world of our immediately lived experience, as we live it, prior to all our thoughts about
it” (Abram, 2017, p. 40). In an effort to tie philosophy to the scientific method, Husserl
proposed phenomenological reduction as a way to shift science towards
phenomenological onto-epistemological assumptions.

Husserl came to believe that the foundation of scientific inquiry is compromised
by both the framework of science itself (assumptions of time, space, causality, etc.) and
the psychological assumptions of the scientist. Phenomenological reduction allows
phenomenologist to escape these two compromises through a process of bracketing,
thus seeing the world as it is experienced. It is a meditative technique wherein the
phenomenologist both identifies (the epoché) and acknowledges (the reduction proper)
the taken-for-granted assumptions of her own experiences in the world—gravity,
culture, our own bodies—thus freeing herself from the unquestioned acceptance of the
everyday world. This reflective inquiry back into the nature of consciousness, Husser|

argued, provided the needed philosophical foundation for scientific inquiry.
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French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty sought to further phenomenological
inquiry by challenging the assumptions within Husserl’s reductionist method (Kafle,
2013). Merleau-Ponty wrote extensively about perception and embodiment, critiquing
conventional philosophy and psychology as focusing too heavily on both rationalism
and reductive concepts that distort the actual perceptive experience. Merleau-Ponty
describes a world that is inseparable from our presence within it, and ourselves as
inseparable from the world in which we inhabit—“Inside and outside are inseparable.
The world is wholly inside, and | am wholly outside myself” (1962, p. 407). On the basis
of this, phenomenology cannot rely wholly on reductionism, but must take into account
the perception that comes from the embodied experience: “My body is the fabric into
which all objects are woven, and it is, at least in relation to the perceived world, the
general instrument of my ‘comprehension’” (1962, p. 235).

A necessary element for Husserl’s phenomenological reduction involves the
transcendent mind, or ego. In order for me to properly bracket my immediate
experiences of the life-world, | must have an ability to transcend these experiences—to
mentally escape immediacy in order to identify and acknowledge the effects of the life-
world. Merleau-Ponty rejected the transcendent mind, thus questioning
phenomenological reduction as a viable approach to phenomenological inquiry. In
Merleau-Ponty’s own words, “The most important lesson which the reduction teaches
us is the impossibility of a complete reduction” (as quoted in Telford, 2020, p. 50).

For Merleau-Ponty, the body was the primary medium through which we
experience the world. Our physical bodies provide us with a means for relationship with
the world—through touch, sight, taste, etc. While relationship also resides in the
cognitive realm, Merleau-Ponty claimed that it must first begin with the physical and
tactile interactions that only occur through embodied experiences. (Abram, 2017).

The concept of embodiment has been central to this research project and is
connected in more detail in chapter 7 where | explore how aspects of human
consciousness, our perceptions of time and space, and our embodied interactions with
the more-than-human world play significant roles in shaping our relationships. Having
discussed the philosophical side of phenomenology, it will be helpful to briefly discuss
phenomenological research methodologies and the rationale for my own choice to use

autoethnography as a context to explore these philosophical underpinnings.
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1.7.2 Phenomenology as a research method

As mentioned earlier, phenomenology is both a philosophy and a qualitative
research method. In utilizing phenomenology as a qualitative research method, “The
intent is that researchers will ground themselves in the philosophical foundations and
through this understanding develop their own methods that are appropriate to the
inquiry. The philosophy is the method” (Telford, 2020, p.52). Thus, phenomenology has
guided both a theoretical desk study regarding the nature of human relationships with
the more-than-human world and a qualitative study that considers my own lived
experiences, the interpretation of those experiences, and how my own relationship
with the more-than-human world has evolved as a result.

According to Patton, the foundational question of phenomenological research is
“What is the meaning, structure, and essence of the lived experience of this
phenomena for the person or group of people?”(2015, p. 104). Phenomenology seeks
to describe the lived experience of an individual, which makes its methods as diverse as
human individuals. As Telford states, “there is no consensus among philosophers as to
what phenomenology is and correspondingly to how it is done” (2020, p. 51). Telford
further identifies two streams of thought as it relates to ‘doing’ phenomenology. The
first stream recognizes Husserl’s phenomenology as purely descriptive. The process of
bracketing, as described above, suspends the researcher’s held beliefs about the
phenomena at hand to a sufficient degree that allows the research to describe the raw
experience. As we have seen, Merleau-Ponty challenged that bracketing and
phenomenological reduction is even possible, constituting the second stream.

Hermeneutic phenomenology, also referred to as existential phenomenology,
was developed by Heidegger and sought to recognize and include the interpretive work
of humans as we create meaning from pure descriptions of phenomena (Telford, 2020).
The process of hermeneutics replaces bracketing with “a process of reciprocity between
pre-understanding and understanding which, when translated into research
methodology, allows for the acknowledgement of influential pre-judgments as well as
the benefit of contextual expertise in the interpretive act” (Telford, 2020, p. 50). The
hermeneutic approach to phenomenology recognizes humans as interpretive creatures

with an inability to escape our own interpretations.
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As stated above, | have approached this research from a post-qualitative
theoretical stance. This stance challenges the notion that the researcher can be an
objective observer of the phenomenon in question. Methodologically, then, | have
conducted the research from the perspective of existential phenomenology. This allows
the embodied experience and interpretations of the experience to be studied along
with the phenomena in question—in this case, the nature of human relationships with
the more-than-human world in the context of OAE experiences. It also allows for

autoethnography to be part of the methodological framework.?

1.8 Research questions

While a research question is necessary to guide the methods, it is also
understood within phenomenology that too much structure can undermine the
research. According to Hycner (1999), “[T]here is an appropriate reluctance on the part
of phenomenologists to focus too much on specific steps” (p. 143). Hycner further
elaborates by emphasizing the role the phenomena must play in the research itself.
Imposing certain specific methods or research questions can diminish the integrity of
the phenomenon. While some of this may be possible to determine at the outset, the
researcher must be open to allowing the phenomena and emerging data to shape the
research.

With this in mind, | began with a broad question to direct a desk study, which
served to refine the phenomena to a sufficient degree for philosophical dialogue. This
broad question, stated earlier, was “How can outdoor adventure education be used to
cultivate relationships with the more-than-human world that result in an eco-centric
environmental ethos?” As | headed down an exploratory path related to this question,
it didn’t take long for me to encounter philosophical and linguistic challenges with the
word ‘relationship’ (Wildman, 2010).

Rather than engage with the full work of developing a philosophical theory of
relations, which would be far too much to tackle in this thesis, | opted instead to utilise

the work of Martin Buber as a framework for understanding human relationships with

2 To provide for a more seamless reading experience, | have further detailed my methodology in chapter
10. Readers who prefer to have a fuller understanding of my methodology prior to engaging with the text
are encouraged to read chapter 10 after the Introduction.
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the more-than-human world. As will be revealed, connections between Buber’s work
and new materialism are evident in the way that Buber speaks of the in-between—that
which exists between two substances. In this way, Buber moves beyond matter to
consider the dynamics that are occurring between two material substances and
enlivening these substances in a non-duality.
| studied Martin Buber in graduate school but had never come across his work
being used to discuss human-nature relations. A literature review confirmed that very
little work had been done in this area; indeed, | only came across one researcher who
has connected Buber with human-nature relations (Blenkinsop, 2011; Blenkinsop and
Scott, 2017).
This led to revised and more specific research questions:
1. Whatis a primary encounter?
2. How can the concept of primary encounters help to re-define human
relationships with the more-than-human world in OAE?
3. What role do place and pedagogy play in the cultivation of primary encounters

in OAE?

1.9 Research design

1.9.1 Phase one: mapping the terrain

An understanding of context—including historical, social, and cultural
backgrounds—is vital for determining the onto-epistemological foundations of current
practice. Additionally, autoethnography depends on sociocultural analysis of a lived
experience (Hokkanen, 2017). Given this, | have begun my research with a look into the
sociocultural paradigms that have influenced the development of outdoor adventure
education in the United States. The guiding question for this phase was “How have
historical and cultural influences shaped pedagogical approaches to outdoor adventure
education in the United States, and what onto-epistemological assumptions guide these
approaches?”

Chapter 2 provides a contextual analysis of OAE programmes and pedagogy,
revealing a reliance upon Euro-centric onto-epistemological foundations that have seen

little change since the early 1900s. A further analysis of this reveals the effects of
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certain foundational assumptions on relational structures between humans and the
more-than-human world (Bonnett, 2009). Further deconstructing these influences will
till the soil to allow for the planting of new and different ways of thinking about and
relating with the more-than-human world, including certain countercultural
perspectives (e.g. indigenous, new materialist, etc).

To engage the relevant research, a literature review of Human-Nature
Connection (HNC) research was conducted, providing an overview of the empirical
landscape and highlight what research projects have uncovered regarding human
relationships with the more-than-human world. The results of this literature review
reveal a gap in the theoretical underpinnings of relationship and phenomenological
understandings of how relationships with the more-than-human world develop through
differing landscapes and pedagogical practices. The research also recommends
additional clarity around what we mean by ‘nature’ (Harrison, 2010), and the reciprocal
dynamic of human-nature relations (Bonnett, 2012). Rather than devoting a specific
chapter to the literature review itself, findings have been disaggregated throughout the

text to contextualize the research and allow for more fluid reading.
1.9.2 Phase two: the philosophical landscape

The guiding questions for phase two of the research were: 1) “How do we
conceive of the primacy of human-nature relations?” and 2) “How do we understand
human relations with the more-than-human world in ways that are not instrumental or
causal in nature?” Using data from secondary sources, the intent here was to synthesize
concepts related to primary relations with the more-than-human world,
phenomenology and embodiment, the aesthetics of the sublime, human valuation of
place, and the ways in which we interact with place through lived experience. To ensure
a comprehensive range of texts for this desk study, a systematic search was conducted
using the following keywords: aesthetics of the sublime, environmental alterity,
intersubjective responsibility, ecological dialogue, relational ontology, and indigenous
ontologies. What has emerged reveals distinct differences in how we understand
relationships and a temptation to conceptualize these differences as dualistic rather

than complementary.
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Given the influence of romanticism on the development of outdoor education
programmes (Roberts, 2012), the concept of the sublime and its relationship with
aesthetics and moral responsibility was one focus of the philosophical desk study. Kant
referred to the complex nature of the sublime as a ‘negative pleasure’—a simultaneous
feeling of displeasure and pleasure, or an oscillation between them (Brady, 2013). The
pleasure comes from our imagination and an increased awareness of our moral
capacities (freedom, reason, etc.). The negative comes from frustration over our
inability to understand or take in what we are exposed to (formlessness) and the
recognition of our physical helplessness (Brady, 2013). This negative aspect of pleasure
is one quality distinguishing a ‘sublime’ experience from a mere aesthetic experience.

Emily Brady’s understanding of Kantian sublime would postulate that sublime
experiences open us up to an awareness of our freedom and moral capacity in relation
to the sublime thing—that is, what makes me different from the vast mountain range is
that | have the freedom to make moral decisions. For Brady, “sublime experiences of
nature potentially lead to re-valuing of environments and extraordinary phenomena,
increasing both self-understanding and the potential for an aesthetic-moral education
with respect to nature—and our universe” (2013, p. 89).

The works of Martin Buber provided additional fodder for this philosophical
landscape. Where Husserl and Kant both relied heavily on the subject in
phenomenological explorations, Buber’s work instead focuses on the relationships
between objects/subjects. Most of Buber’s writings and philosophical musings concern
human-to-human relationships, however Buber makes inferences as to how these
relational concepts might be translated to human relations with the more-than-human.
Buber discusses concepts related to alterity and intersubjective responsibility which,
when analyzed alongside aesthetics of the sublime and everyday lived experiences with
the more-than-human world, have significant implications for relational ontology.

A final piece of the desk study involved relational ontology and indigenous
perspectives. Relational ontology suggests that the relationship between substances is
ontologically primary to the substances themselves (Schaab, 2013). We see this
reflected in some of the ideas from ecofeminist and indigenous views of human-nature
relations. Relational ontology is also a theme within animism (Ingold, 2006) and

posthumanism (Mcphie, 2019). Tying together relational ontology with the concepts
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mentioned above, this phase of the research aims to create a new theoretical lens

through which to view human-nature relations.
1.9.3 Phase three: integration

The themes from the philosophical analysis of phase two are integrated into a
conceptual model that describes a particular way of relating to the more-than-human
world. The model, primary encounters, suggests a mode of relating that relies on a
pluralistic ontology and metaphysical holism, leading to new ontological postures that
recognize relational reciprocity between humans and the more-than-human world. The
synthesis presents 4 features of a primary encounter and illustrates a process that
includes 3 stages. The resulting relationship cultivates virtues of humility, respect, care,

and responsibility towards the more-than-human world.
1.9.4 Phase four: primary encounter as lived experience

After developing a new conceptual model, the research turns to
autoethnography as a means to illustrate and test the model. As phenomenology
“proposes that a phenomenon be described instead of being explained or having its
causal relations searched for” (Sadala and Adorno, 2002, p. 283), the aim of the
qualitative study is, using autoethnography, to describe and reflexively evaluate my
own experiences as both a participant and an educator in the outdoor industry.

The specific goal here is to explore how a relational ontology and non-binary
approach to the more-than-human world interacts with embodied experience through
primary encounters. Rather than conceptualizing myself as being ‘in’ nature or thinking
‘of’ nature, how might it look different to ‘be with” and ‘think with’ nature? This will
involve an exploration of previous encounters with the more-than-human world—

exploring journals and photographs as well as memories.
1.9.5 Phase five: implications for practice

The final phase of the research explores implications for pedagogical practices
and future research in outdoor adventure education. While the broad aims of this
research project are to explore, challenge, and propose certain philosophical
assumptions, | also acknowledge the importance of making research accessible and

allowing it to inform practice. As illustrated by phase one, current and future practice
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must consider current and future societal and environmental challenges. Outdoor
adventure education has been slow to change, and while place-responsive pedagogical
approaches illustrate steps in the right direction, they need to grow out of coherent
philosophical and theoretical soil if they are to produce the kind of moral and societal
change we need. Areas of further research will also be suggested, as well as limitations

of the research.

1.10 Summary

Philosophical discussions related to OAE and pedagogy have struggled to keep
pace with shifts in the cultural and scientific landscapes. We have been, in essence,
attempting to build new structures and approaches without the proper foundations to
support them and provide longevity. A solid foundation not only supports a structure,
but it also allows for the possibility of future growth, expansion, and renovation.

This study seeks to provide such a foundation for OAE pedagogy and structure.
By offering a more concrete ‘why’ for the ‘what’ and ‘how’ of transformational outdoor
education, it is my hope that current and future educators will feel more stable and
confident in their approaches. In turn, it is also my hope that new approaches to OAE
will serve to redefine human relationships with the more-than-human world, leading to
the mutual flourishing of both.

In the following chapters, | address this foundational need by first discussing the
historical and sociological factors that influenced the emergence of OAE in the United
States. This reveals a relational problem that positions the more-than-human world as
an adversary to overcome. In Part Two, | explore Martin Buber’s philosophy of dialogue,
the phenomenology of experiences of the natural sublime, and relational ontology
arising from indigenous philosophers. Part Three integrates these ideas into a
conceptual model, primary encounters. This is then illustrated and tested through
autoethnography. Finally, | suggest how this impacts ontological structures in OAE and

what this might look like practically through place-inclusive pedagogy.
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Chapter 2: Nature as Adversary

Ontologies in the Western world have historically focused on substances in the
pursuit of a first philosophy, particularly as it relates to the nature of being human. This
has in turn encouraged a focus on individual entities. While we know experientially that
humans are relational beings, in terms of our ontological frameworks we have chosen
to focus almost exclusively on the substance of humans rather than the relationships
that enliven substance. This has influenced our epistemology in that we have tended to
rely on a reductionist approach to understanding substance. Aspects of the natural
world, including humans, are broken down, analyzed, and compared to establish
understanding of the various components of the substance and how these components
interact (these ontological structures will be explored in much more detail in chapter 5).

As discussed briefly in the previous chapter, pedagogical trends within outdoor
adventure experiences have seen little change since their emergence in the early 1900s,
and as | will show in this chapter, these pedagogical trends reflect substance-based
onto-epistemological traditions. This chapter will unpack the historical and cultural
foundations that continue to influence pedagogical practices today. After setting this
historical and cultural context, | will examine some of the recent attempts to reform
and decolonize OAE pedagogy. While these reforms are needed, the following analysis
will reveal a philosophical value gap that must be addressed if new pedagogical reforms

are to succeed.

2.1 Outdoor adventure education defined

There are many multi-faceted approaches to conducting education in the out-
of-doors, and it is beyond the scope of this project to address all of these. For the
purposes of this research, | have chosen to focus specifically on outdoor adventure
education as a context.

While several definitions for outdoor adventure education exist, | will be using
the definition provided by Ewert and Sibthorp (2014),

[Outdoor Adventure Education encompasses a] variety of teaching and learning

activities and experiences usually involving a close interaction with an outdoor
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natural setting and containing elements of real or perceived danger or risk in

which the outcome, although uncertain, can be influenced by the actions of the

participants and circumstances (5).

This definition relies on an understanding of adventure as involving an uncertain

outcome and some level of danger or risk.

In the context of outdoor education more broadly, adventure education is often

considered a branch of outdoor education pedagogy that focuses more on physical

skills and inter/intrapersonal growth and less on ecological relationships, as illustrated

in the model below (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: A model of outdoor education (Gilbertson et al., 2022, p. 7)

Outdoor adventure education traditionally involves outdoor activities that require

specific skills and abilities, such as backpacking, rock climbing, and paddling. As an

Outdoor
Education

educational endeavour, OAE focuses on personal and social development that emerges

as a result of partaking in the adventurous activity. Adventure—which includes
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uncertainty and risk—is chosen as a pedagogical tool to enhance these learning

outcomes.

2.2 Historical & cultural context

The historical roots of combining education, the out-of-doors, and adventure
vary by context and culture. In North America, origins are traditionally traced back to
several sources, including The Great Age of Exploration (Ewert and Sibthorp, 2014),
European Romanticism, and the influence of aesthetics and adventure tourism (Martin
et al., 2017). Perhaps the first programmes to intentionally utilise the outdoor
environment pedagogically were Outward Bound—which followed the pedagogical
aims of Salem School and Gordonstoun—and the Scouting Movement, both founded in
Great Britain. Similarly, the United States saw concurrent development of non-formal
education programmes that took such forms as residential summer camps, the YMCA,
4-H, and Girl/Boy Scouts (Martin et al., 2017).

Many of these early programmes shared common aims in their reasoning for
combining education and the out-of-doors (Macleod, 1983). Lord Robert Baden-Powell
founded The Boy Scouts to address a perceived decline in the physical and moral
character of modern civilisation (MacDonald, 1993). Similarly, Kurt Hahn helped create
Outward Bound partly as an attempt to realise William James’s challenge for a “moral
equivalent to war” (James, 1911). Hahn’s programmes were developed around his
definition of the “five declines of modern civilization”, which were understood as moral
failures of society contributing to an overall lack of character (Hahn, 1960).

Both Outward Bound and the Boy Scouts were also heavily influenced by the
realities of war. Baden-Powell, a British hero of the Boer War and inspired by the war-
zone maturity of army scouts, recycled a manual he wrote for these British soldiers as
an outdoor skills manual for young boys. Hahn, stymied by the high casualty rate of
younger (presumably stronger and healthier) British castaways during World War I,
concluded that these younger sailors relied too heavily on technology and lacked the
experience and the craft of seamanship (Martin et al., 2017). Both saw the crucible of
war as a key influence in the development of character.

Additionally, most of these programmes were founded on the heels of the

industrial revolution and during a dramatic increase in urbanization and changes in
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wealth distribution and power. The assumption was that modernization and the
progressive movement produced men who were physically, mentally, and morally weak
as compared to their ancestors (Phelps, 1980; Cronon, 1996). Fuelled by a desire to
reverse these damages and address the issue of moral decline, the outdoors became
the new crucible—a place to test one’s limits and strengthen moral values.

Taking boys? into the outdoors to address moral declines had its roots in both
societal understandings of character and cultural constructions of nature. While others
have sought to unpack the meaning and significance of character (as an example, see
Stonehouse, 2012), this research project aims to look at the cultural constructions of
nature and how these constructions have impacted our ontological and epistemological

understandings of relationship to the more-than-human world.

2.3 The North American wilderness ideal

In the United States, the two terms most commonly used to describe the
outdoor environment, particularly in the context of outdoor education, are ‘wilderness’
and ‘nature.” In contrast to simply saying ‘outdoors’ or ‘out-of-doors’, these terms are
meant to describe a type of outdoors—one that is ‘wild” and in its ‘natural’ state. Many
voices have endeavoured to deconstruct our modern notions of ‘wilderness’ and
‘nature’ (Nash, 1982; Oelschlaeger, 1991; Cronon, 1996; Shepard, 2002). Nash (1982)
and Oelschlaeger (1991) both outline a history of how humans have understood nature,
with Oelschlaeger going as far back as history will allow, and Nash focusing on the
settling of the New World and the American frontier. Both recognize the role that social
construction and human experience play on our understanding and interaction with the
more-than-human world. The anthropocentric perspective portrayed in these works is
telling. With some exceptions, ‘wilderness’ and ‘nature’ are described through a lens of
causal determinism with little acknowledgement of the agency and effect of the more-
than-human world.

William Cronon (1996) problematizes American constructions of wilderness in
his essay “The Trouble with Wilderness.” Part of the problem for Cronon lies in the

masculinity that undergirds American ideals of wilderness and ‘frontierism.’

3 In the beginning, it was only boys and young men who partook in these experiences.
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The mythic frontier individualist was almost always masculine in gender: here, in
the wilderness, a man could be a real man, the rugged individual he was meant
to be before civilization sapped his energy and threatened his masculinity....

[T]he comforts and seductions of civilized life were especially insidious for men,

who all too easily became emasculated by the feminizing tendencies of

civilization (p. 78).

Adding to these masculine ideals were also those of privilege:

The dream of an unworked natural landscape is very much the fantasy of people

who have never themselves had to work the land to make a living—urban folk

for whom food comes from a supermarket or a restaurant instead of a field, and
for whom the wooden houses in which they live and work apparently have no
meaningful connection to the forests in which trees grow and die. Only people

whose relation to the land was already alienated could hold up wilderness as a

model for human life in nature, for the romantic ideology of wilderness leaves

precisely nowhere for human beings to actually make their living from the land

(p. 80).

Nash (1982) also acknowledges the role of privilege woven through the ideal of
romantic wilderness: “Appreciation of wilderness began in the cities. The literary
gentleman wielding a pen, not the pioneer with his axe, made the first gestures of
resistance against the strong currents of antipathy” (44).

Nash further criticises the effect of American colonialism as European pioneers
sought to tame the “hideous and desolate wilderness” they encountered in the New
World. “For the first Americans, as for medieval Europeans, the forest’s darkness hid
savage men, wild beasts, and still stranger creatures of the imagination. In addition,
civilized man faced the danger of succumbing to the wildness of his surroundings and
reverting to savagery himself” (p. 24). These early frontiersmen were tasked with the
responsibility of civilizing this new world, which meant subjugating both ‘wild” human
and ‘wild’ nature.

Cronon concludes his argument with the claim that American constructions of
wilderness (rooted in masculinity, colonialism, and privilege) have created a dangerous
reductionism and false dichotomy of humans outside of nature, which does more harm

than good when it comes to responsibility to the natural world.
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This, then, is the central paradox: wilderness embodies a dualistic vision in
which the human is entirely outside the natural. If we allow ourselves to believe
that nature, to be true, must also be wild, then our very presence in nature
represents its fall. The place where we are is the place where nature is not. If
this is so—if by definition wilderness leaves no place for human beings, save
perhaps as contemplative sojourners enjoying their leisurely reverie in God’s
natural cathedral—then also by definition it can offer no solution to the
environmental and other problems that confront us (80).

Setting aside ‘wild’ land in the name of preservation might help to acknowledge
its intrinsic value and right to exist apart from human influence. But it also sets up the
assumption “that nature, to be natural, must also be pristine—remote from humanity
and untouched by our common past” (p. 83). This assumption sets humans apart from
the natural world and disregards the effects that humans have on the more-than-
human (positive and negative), which we are experiencing quite poignantly through the
current climate change crisis (despite our attempts to preserve pristine nature) (Rawles,

2013).

2.4 The role of nature in OAE pedagogy

Both Outward Bound and the Boy Scouts have seen little pedagogical change
from their early emphasis on character development. There is still strong evidence of
militaristic influences, with experiences designed to be crucibles, chiselling away the
indolence of civilized life. Outward Bound’s website today declares itself as “a non-
profit educational organization that serves people of all ages and backgrounds through
challenging learning expeditions that inspire strength of character, leadership and
service to others, both in and out of the classroom” (Outward Bound, 2019). Similarly,
the Boy Scouts of America endeavours “to train youth in responsible citizenship,
character development, and self-reliance through participation in a wide range of
outdoor activities, educational programs, and, at older age levels, career-oriented
programs in partnership with community organizations” (The Boy Scouts of America,
2019). These mission statements are primarily anthropocentric, implying that the

outdoor environment is simply used as a means to promote human ends.
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Examining the roots of this pedagogy reveals a deeper problem, one that goes
beyond Cronon’s and Nash’s assessments. As evidenced by Daniel’s study (2010),
referenced earlier, participants from OAE programmes modelled after Outward Bound
and the Boy Scouts tend to view the wilderness setting of these experiences as either a
‘crucible’ or a ‘catalyst.” The echo of a “moral equivalent to war” furthers this
perception of the natural environment. A deeper look into James’s vision for this moral
equivalent reveals an adversarial mindset:

If now -- and this is my idea -- there were, instead of military conscription,

a conscription of the whole youthful population to form for a certain number of

years a part of the army enlisted against Nature, the injustice would tend to be

evened out, and numerous other goods to the commonwealth would follow.

The military ideals of hardihood and discipline would be wrought into the

growing fibre of the people; no one would remain blind as the luxurious classes

now are blind to man’s [sic] relations to the globe he lives on, and to the
permanently sour and hard foundations of his higher life... They would have
paid their blood-tax, done their own part in the immemorial human warfare
against nature; they would tread the earth more proudly, the women would
value them more highly, they would be better fathers and teachers of the
following generation (James, 1911, pp. 290-291, emphasis mine).

This being a piece of the foundation of traditional OAE programmes and
curricular structure, it’s difficult to fathom anything but an adversarial relationship
emerging out of such experiences. At best, the natural world is a backdrop against
which ‘man’ learns certain military ideals; at worst, the natural world is the adversary
against which ‘man’ must pit himself in order to show himself worthy of society. In any
case, | argue that this does not inspire a sense of mutualistic and reciprocal care and

respect between humans and nature.
2.4.1 What about Leave No Trace?

Some researchers have argued that these organizations and others that have
followed in their stead have evolved to include and recognize human relations with the
natural envronment, evidenced by an emphasis on minimum impact practices and the

adoption of Leave No Trace (LNT) principles (Hutson, 2012). While the development of
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Leave No Trace standards has been a positive step in many respects, programmatic
pedagogy has largely remained unaffected on a foundational level. The majority of
programmes have tacked on LNT principles as one more set of skills necessary to
survive the outdoor environment, along with pitching a tent and lighting a stove. The
resulting experience remains anthropocentric—an acknowledgement of human
presence in the natural environment without a full awareness of a reciprocal
relationship (Alagona and Simon, 2012).

Additionally, some researchers claim that LNT principles actually do more harm
than good when it comes to shifting human values and perceptions towards the more-
than-human world. Andre (2012) argues that LNT principles can serve to stunt the
growth of participants by teaching them “etiquette” in a particular context rather than
focusing on a broader ethic that would serve to guide practices. Turner (2002) argues
that the narrow focus of LNT principles to outdoor recreation does little to encourage a
broader awareness of environmental impacts outside of the wilderness. Further, Loynes
(2018) argues that LNT principles create more separation between humans and nature
by a focus that too narrowly defines the interaction between humans and the more-
than-human world, further grounding us in the problematic philosophies detailed
above. Philosophically, the phrase “Leave No Trace” presents a metaphysical
conundrum as it is an actual impossibility. Humans will always leave a trace, even if it’s
only a scent of our presence. The phrase is largely a marketing scheme to promote
proper etiquette, but | argue that it reinforces the false dichotomy outlined by Cronon
and does little to acknowledge reciprocity between humans and the more-than-human
world.

Rather than assuming that connections happen simply by locating programming
in the natural world and teaching proper outdoor etiquette, researchers and theorists
are calling for a much more intentional focus on place relationships within the field of
outdoor education (Gruenewald, 2003b; Martin, 2004; Wattchow, 2005; Harrison,
2010). Many outdoor education programmes are poised for such a task, and research
supports the value of adding an ecological focus to programmatic elements. (Martin,
2004; Wattchow, 2005; Nicol, 2014; Mannion and Lynch, 2015; Wise et al., 2022). As a
result of these efforts, place-based approaches to pedagogy have emerged in an

attempt to create stronger human-nature connections.
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2.5 Spaces and places

One response to this need for a more ecologically focused pedagogy employs
research from the field of human geography and eco-philosophy. In the 70’s and 80’s,
researchers in these fields began to study what eventually became known as a “sense
of place.”

Yi-Fu Tuan, one of the founders of human geography, discusses ‘place’ in
contrast to what is understood as ‘space.” “Place is not only a fact to be explained in the
broader frame of space, but it is also a reality to be clarified and understood from the
perspectives of the people who have given it meaning” (1979, p. 387). Tuan describes
place as a concept that is both material* and socially constructed. While we might
understand a space as an area made up of particular features—natural and human-
made—a place, by contrast, is inextricably linked to human and non-human
relationships, interactions, and meanings in the context of a specific location. While
spaces can be objectified and distant, a place is intimate and connected to one’s

identity.
2.5.1 Sense of place

Robert Hay, an ecophilosopher, theorized these concepts into what he termed a
“sense of place” (1988). Hay’s sense of place differs from previous research in human
geography by noting the emotive and relational attachments people develop with
places. Hay suggests that, in addition to regional, behavioural, and economic
investigations into place attachment, “...a holistic, empathetic, intuitive approach is also
needed to understand more fully how people and place are related” (160). Hay suggests
further research methods utilising ethnography and phenomenology, bridging the
sciences and the humanities, may fill a gap in what had otherwise, up to this point,
been studied through science and quantification.

A sense of place is, however, riddled with ontological questions. If a sense of

place infers a certain kind of relationship, what is the nature of this relationship from

4 Throughout the text of this thesis, | use the word ‘material’ to refer to something that is a prior, existing
before and apart-from human construction. The word ‘primary’ is often used interchangeably with
‘material’.
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the perspective of humans, and how does this relationship contribute to the well-being

and flourishing of both humans and the more-than-human world?
2.5.2 Sense of place and relational values

When we consider the idea of a relationship with place, we must necessarily
discern what is meant by relationship, and how relationships directed towards non-
humans might be conceived and understood. One approach to place relations that is
evident in modern culture is the instrumental-causal relationship model. In this context,
a relationship with the more-than-human world is based on its perceived instrumental
value. A natural entity would have value for us due to its contribution to our own well-
being. For example, we may choose to value a particular piece of land because of the
abundance of food that can be cultivated in its rich soil. We care for the land knowing
that if we do so, we will be able to sustain our own health and well-being through the
produce that results.

Many philosophers, including environmental philosopher Simon James, contend
that instrumental value infers causation; that is, a particular place or element in a place
may have instrumental value for humans as a result of our causal relations with it.
James states, “To have instrumental value is to make a causal contribution to bringing
about a valuable state of affairs. The notion of a causal contribution is to be understood
broadly. Both proximate causes and causally relevant background conditions can
ground instrumental value” (James, 2019, p. 3).

James takes issue with this mode of relating to the more-than-human world,
arguing that if this is the case, then it would follow that we could conceivably replace
one entity with another having the same causal relation, thus resulting in the same
contribution to human well-being. For instance, a tree that provides shade to my house
could be removed and replaced by a human-built shade structure with no ill effects to
my overall well-being (i.e. no relational damage). But, questions James, is this
consistent with our experience? Can we not see evidence of emotional distress over the
destruction or loss of natural habitat despite a seeming disconnect from
instrumentality? What is to be said of the cultural and spiritual value of natural entities,

and how do we describe numinous relationships from an instrumental-causality model?
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James provides a possible response through the way we define human well-
being. A hedonic model defines human well-being as that which gives us pleasure and
satisfies desire. This approach recognizes an affective component (the presence of
positive emotions) and a cognitive component (articulating something as satisfying). A
contrasting approach to human well-being is the eudaimonic model, which defines well-
being as that which connects to our values and helps us realize our full potential. The
eudaimonic model is often described as an approach based on human flourishing.

With some clarity regarding human well-being, we could conclude that aspects
of the natural world have instrumental value by contributing to human pleasure
(hedonistic model) or to human flourishing (eudaimonic model). However, argues
James, this again fails to acknowledge the intimacy of certain human-nature
relationships. James provides an example of Katherine Smith, a 1970s Navajo activist
who refused to leave her land even if she were relocated to one that provided her with
more amenities and an easier life. For her, there was no substitute for the land of her
origin. We see similar examples with Native Americans in northern California (Chitnis,
no date). Their connection to the salmon goes far deeper than any contribution to
human well-being, regardless of how that is defined. Their relationship is deeply
intimate, spiritual, and intrinsically tied to the identity of the Wintu people. To destroy
salmon habitat is to destroy the very soul of the Wintu, even if the government were to
provide for their every need and desire.

Canadian explorer and geographer James Raffan has also been interested in
human attachments to place that extend beyond an instrumental model. In his research
regarding “Land as Teacher,” Raffan explores the types of connections that people
establish with certain places over a long period of time (1993). Specifically, locating his
research in the Thelon Game Sanctuary of the Northwest Territories of Canada, Raffan
discusses land conflicts in this particular area. He asserts that the conflicts aren’t
necessarily fights about land use but are ultimately disagreements about what land
means. He distinguishes between our perceptions of land as commodity, recreation,
peaceful haven, energy potential, and part of a God-given (i.e. transcendent) universe.
Through his ethnographic research, he identified four different types of a “sense of

place” based in meanings: toponymic, narrative, experiential, and numinous.
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Toponymic connections have to do with things like place names, indicating both
knowledge of and attachment to a certain place. Narrative connections were evident
through the stories embedded in the culture regarding how the land came to be, the
history of the land, and even gossip about events that occurred over the years.

An experiential connection is different than toponymic or narrative in thatitis a
first-hand encounter with a particular place. Within the experiential connection, Raffan
notes a distinct difference between the experiences of those who were dependent
upon the land for survival (hunters, trappers, and the like) and those who experienced
the land for more leisurely reasons (a canoe trip). Those who were dependent upon the
land were able to recall attributes of the land in much more detail (wind direction, flow
of water, etc).

The last connection identified by Raffan’s research is that of the numinous.
“Numinous connections to place are all that is awe-inspiring, all that transcends the
rational, all that touches the heart more than the mind, all that goes beyond names,
stories, and experience and yet still plays a significant role in the bond that links people
and place” (1993, p. 44) Raffan concludes his article by contending that these types of a
sense of place, as understood through meaning rather than instrumentality, are
intimately associated with identity. “...Because it appears that sense of place, in varying
degrees, constitutes an existential definition of self. For many consultants to this study,
you take away the land or break the connection to land, you prevent them from being

who they are” (1993, p. 45).

2.6 Place-responsive pedagogies

These ideas from human geography and ecophilosophy have inspired some
outdoor educators to adopt a “sense of place” pedagogy, also referred to as place-
based learning or place-responsive approaches, with the hope of inspiring meaningful
relationships between participants and the natural world (Wattchow and Brown, 2011;
Jickling, Blenkinsop, Morse, et al., 2018). Place-based learning is attractive to outdoor
adventure educators who desire a more substantive approach to how we relate to the
natural world. Moving beyond the concept that understands place as a crucible that

helps humans discover their true nature, place becomes central to the learning
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experience as a fellow pedagogue, where place also instructs alongside human
instructors.

The importance of place in education is underscored by Gruenewald (2003a). He
argues that “a multidisciplinary analysis of place reveals the many ways that places are
profoundly pedagogical. That is, as centres of experience, places teach us about how
the world works and how our lives fit into the spaces we occupy. Further, places make
us: As occupants of particular places with particular attributes, our identity and our
possibilities are shaped” (621, emphasis in original). It stands to reason, then, that the
places in which we choose to locate programming can have a profound impact on the
pedagogical outcomes of an experience and in who participants become as a result.

As one example, Harrison (2010) addresses what he deems a lack of meaningful
engagement with place in outdoor environmental education within the UK. Harrison
begins by exploring the ontology and epistemology of current pedagogical approaches
within the UK as they relate to human connections with particular places. With an initial
look to deep ecology for possible answers, Harrison notes his dissatisfaction with this
field in addressing questions related to the nature of human relationships with specific
places. “[D]eep ecology doesn’t provide illumination on the process or concepts which
might enable environmental education to engage with a bothy in the middle of the
west highlands of Scotland, or any other specific location” (p. 4).

Harrison is equally dissatisfied with ecopsychology’s ability to address the
nature of human relationships with the more-than-human world.

Yet, while these authors maintain the eco-psychological idea of healthy

relationships between people and places (Conn, 1995, p. 163), what is the

nature of this connection? What relationship have ‘my’ group really got with this
bothy, this glen?... The questions of time and breadth of relationship with place

are not dealt with in the majority of the eco-psychological literature (pp. 4-5,

emphasis in the original).

Harrison turns to place-based pedagogical approaches as a possible answer. After an
exploration of place-based literature from the United States, Canada, and Australia,
Harrison indicates that place-based approaches usually consists of:

e aseries of visits to one locality;
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e adiverse, and increasingly participant-directed, experiential approach to
understanding the place—through ecology, cultural history, geology,
geography, place-names, story, interactions with local community, work
projects and more. This results in a variety of ways of recording and linking
these experiences to wider issues—discussions, journals, artwork. Building
up a body of work to which participants and community members
contribute; and

e an action research approach, where students direct and shape their own
learning, contributing to the place in various immediate or long-term ways
(7).

Throughout this exploration, Harrison is interested in determining “what promotes a
sense of place” (p. 10) and how outdoor environmental education might be poised for
greater place-responsiveness.

Given the goals of place-based education, there are problems that need to be
addressed in current pedagogical practice. One problem identified by Harrison is that
most outdoor education experiences occur in places where the participants don’t live.
While this may not negate the goals of place-responsiveness, there needs to be more
focus on connecting place-responsive practices for ‘away’ and ‘home.’

Harrison concludes by calling for more research that acknowledges and includes
ontological and epistemological frameworks of ‘place’ and ‘relationship.” The goal of
this research would be to draw connections between learning about places with living
well in them. While he does not suggest a particular methodology, a less traditional
method seems a likely choice given the conventions being challenged.

Autoethnography is beneficial as a methodology in that it allows the researcher
to explore place relations reflexively while simultaneously considering the underlying

onto-epistemological assumptions.
2.6.1 Wild pedagogies

Newer to the scene is the concept of wild pedagogies (Jickling, Blenkinsop,
Morse, et al., 2018). This pedagogical approach began gaining traction in 2014 and has
been developed primarily by educators in Canada, the UK, Europe, and Australia. Rather

than simply becoming another methodological approach under the umbrella of
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experiential education, wild pedagogues have sought to unravel the anthropocentric
foundations of education and to invite the more-than-human world as a partner in the
learning process. The proponents of wild pedagogies, who call themselves a collective,
advocate for addressing current unsustainable human relationships with the natural
world through the transformation of educational practices. As noted on the wild
pedagogies website, “It will not be enough to simply reform existing educational
institutions, it is suggested that they must be re-wilded” (Kazi, 2023b).

The plural use of the word pedagogy is intentional by the founders of this
educational paradigm. Consistent with their critique of approaches to education that
are perceived as too formulaic, wild pedagogues aim to leave the door open to many
different pedagogies. This requires a bit of structure to determine what, in fact,
qualifies a pedagogy to be considered a wild pedagogy. The proponents of this
approach outline six “touchstones” that characterize wild pedagogies: 1) nature as co-
teacher; 2) complexity, the unknown, and spontaneity; 3) locating the wild; 4) time and
practice; 5) socio-cultural change; and 6) building alliances and the human community
(Jickling, Blenkinsop, Timmerman, et al., 2018). These touchstones are meant to be
iterative and evolving and are denoted by the authors as a work in progress. Taken
together, they are meant to encourage a recognition of the more-than-human world,
our place within it in terms of belonging and humility, and a willingness to allow the
natural world to take an active part in our educational ventures.

There is also intentionality with the use of the word ‘wild.” Acknowledging the
problematic colonial constructs that come with the term ‘wilderness’ (as similarly
outlined in my summary above), members of the collective have advocated for a
reclamation of the wild rather than an abandonment of the term (Jickling, Blenkinsop,
Timmerman, et al., 2018). For them, wilderness is more than just a cultural construct.
“Engaging with wilderness in wild pedagogies is intended to cultivate an ability to
recognize the significance of the real—material—places and the freedoms of all life to
flourish, human and other-than-human” (2018, p. 29). Wild pedagogues are intentional
in recognizing the wild as material, acknowledging the autonomy and agency of the
more-than-human world.

Wild pedagogies provides a promising pedagogical turn, particularly as it relates

to the recognition of the agency of the more-than-human world. However, on a
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philosophical level, there doesn’t seem to be much of a difference between ‘reforming’
and ‘rewilding’ education. Both phrases address educational practice, which certainly

needs reform. But the work may be deeper still than wild pedagogues suggest.
2.6.2 Rewilding education

A parallel movement in Britain is called Rewilding Education. An extension of the
conservation movement which advocates for allowing the natural world to heal itself,
these pedagogues advocate for a similar type of restoration of children. Their website
describes it this way:

Rewilding education is not about learning how to rewild ecosystems although it

is informed by the concept.... As human beings are an intrinsic and

interdependent part of the living world it appears that people can also benefit
from the process of rewilding, that is from the process of being brought into
closer contact with their own innate spontaneity, self-will and personal
authority [sic]. Education needs rewilding. This means acknowledging the
damage that has been done to children and young people and proactively
finding ways to help everyone to flourish (Rewilding education, no date).

These new approaches to place-responsive pedagogy certainly have merits.
They are built upon a recognition of our broken relationship with the natural world and
an acknowledgement that humans are part of the natural world. This acknowledgement
of our metaphysical condition invites an epistemological response in the form of an
invitation for the more-than-human world to become an active participant in the
educational process. This is an intentional movement away from the concept of nature

as adversary and a welcomed approach that invites connection rather than alienation.

2.7 A philosophy — pedagogy value gap

The preceding text outlines the ways in which OAE pedagogy evolved out of a
perception of declines in human morality and an attempt to address these through an
adversarial relationship with the natural world. Research from the fields of
ecophilosophy and human geography have helped to define ‘place’ and the influence
meanings have over how places are valued, and pedagogues have begun to address the

role of place and suggest methodology that acknowledges place within OAE. However,
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there is still work to be done. The exploration above reveals a value gap within OAE.
Philosophically, OAE pedagogy is still being guided by the onto-epistemological
assumptions that fuelled colonialism and the Romantic movement, particularly as it
relates to our notions of what is natural and the places we choose to value (e.g.
‘wilderness’ and places that don’t include humans). These assumptions are based in
anthropocentrism, a hierarchical view of relationships, and a substance-based ontology
(discussed in more detail in chapter 5). In addition, there remain problematic divides
between subject and object that pervade pedagogical practices and human
relationships with place. This impacts the ways in which we understand experience and
how we construct knowledge that emerges from our experiences.

Pedagogues have begun to recognize that our learning outcomes within OAE
can (and should) go beyond human-centric benefits to include a relational connection
with the natural world. Place-based education, wild pedagogies, and rewilding
education movements have sought to address the relational dimensions of humans and
the more-than-human world. However, the nature of these relational dimensions has
not been well defined, nor has there been an attempt to construct new onto-

epistemological structures that are more place-inclusive.

2.8 Summary

This section has summarized the historical and sociological context that has
influenced the emergence of OAE and the connections between pedagogy and the
outdoors, revealing problematic sociocultural constructs rooted in colonialism,
masculinity, and privilege along with a false dichotomy between humans and place.
New methods in OAE have sought to address these influences and highlight the role of
place in pedagogy, but there is still a need to reconstruct the philosophical
underpinnings of OAE pedagogy. The next section will explore the philosophical
landscape of place relations through the philosophy of Marin Buber, experiences of the

sublime, and relational ontology.
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Part 2: The Philosophical Landscape

Plumbing and philosophy are both activities that arise because elaborate
cultures like ours have, beneath their surface, a fairly complex system which
is usually unnoticed, but which sometimes goes wrong. In both cases, this
can have serious consequences. Each system supplies vital needs for those
who live above it. Each is hard to repair when it does go wrong, because
neither of them was ever consciously planned as a whole. There have been
many ambitious attempts to reshape both of them, but existing
complications are usually too widespread to allow a completely new start

(Midgley, 1992, p. 139).

This section comprises phase two of the research, which was conducted through
a desk study and sought to address the questions: 1) “How do we conceive of the
primacy of human-nature relations?” and 2) “How do we understand human relations
with the more-than-human world in ways that are not instrumental or causal in
nature?” Chapter 3 explores Martin Buber’s philosophy of dialogue, suggesting the
concept of an I-You encounter as a way to conceive of human-nature relations that are
primary and non-instrumental. Chapter 4 provides a philosophical survey of
experiences of the natural sublime, unpacking the phenomenological features that
comprise a sublime experience. These phenomena are then considered from a
ontological lens of relationality arising from indigenous scholars, which is explored in

Chapter 5.
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Chapter 3: From Experience to Encounter

An exploration into the nature of human relationships with the more-than-
human world is both ontological and phenomenological. Ontology explores the nature
of reality, whereas phenomenology studies the nature of human perception and
experience. My exploration of this topic begins with phenomenology, and in this
chapter | explore the idea of a quality of relationship through the work of Martin Buber.

Buber was an Austrian-born Jewish philosopher, living during the late 19" &
early 20" centuries. Though Buber wrote extensively throughout his life, he is perhaps
best known for his book I and Thou (Ich and Du in German). A small, seemingly
unimposing book, its depth and complexity quickly overwhelm the reader. Perhaps due
to the influence Nietzsche and Kierkegaard had on his own intellectual work, Buber’s
writing style is almost poetic, full of aphorisms (Ravenscroft, 2017). As the English
translator of the 1970 edition notes, “The style of Ich and Du is anything but sparse and
pretentious, lean or economical. It represents a late flowering of romanticism and tends
to blur all contours in the twilight of suggestive but extremely unclear language”
(Kaufmann, 1970, p. 24).

Perhaps one explanation for the style of writing is that Buber was trying to
communicate a concept that could not be communicated with rational argumentation
(or even with the language of his day). So, rather than painstakingly crafting an
argument, he instead attempts to paint a picture with words. And the picture he paints
might be understood as an authentic relationship, or encounter. Buber later referred to
this as his philosophy of dialogue.

It is important to acknowledge that the original text published in 1923 was
written in German. There are two English translations in circulation, the first published
in 1937 (Smith, R. G.), with a 2" edition published in 1958 and re-published as a
Scribner Classic in 2000. The most recent translation was published in 1970 (Buber,
1970). For the English language reader, translation naturally creates an additional layer
of interpretation. Kaufmann’s 1970 translation has extensive footnotes referencing the
original German and includes a lengthy preface written by Kaufmann. Additionally,
Kaufmann was close to Buber, having studied under him at the rabbinical academy

during World War Il (Pickus, 2011). He was also often critical of Buber’s ideas,
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something | will explore later. Still, Kaufmann’s translation attempts to interpret the
true meaning of Buber’s original text—a formidable goal as Buber himself often claimed
to be unsure of his own meaning (Kaufmann, 1970).

On the very first page Buber lays out the thesis of his book:

The world is twofold for man® in accordance with his twofold attitude.

The attitude of man is twofold in accordance with the two basic words he can

speak.

The basic words are not single words, but word pairs.

One basic word is the word pair I-You.®

The other basic word pair is the word pair I-It; but this basic word is not changed

when He or She takes the place of It.

Thus the | of man is also twofold.

For the | of the basic word I-You is different from that in the basic word I-It

(Buber, 1970, p. 53).

Here Buber introduces two different ways that humans relate to the world—
that of I-It and that of I-You. In clarifying “the world,” Buber delineates what he calls
three “spheres” of relationship: human to the natural world, human to human, and
human to spiritual beings. He does not spend energy on defining these three spheres in
detail but allows the nature of each to unfold as he continues to paint for us a picture of
encounter.

What Buber is describing is a particular way of relating—both interacting with
and conceiving of —an entity outside of oneself. This way of relating affects not only the
way we see the other—the ‘It’ or the ‘You’—but also the way we see ourselves. As we
will see later, the ‘I’ of the I-It relationship is often self-conscious, insecure, fearful,
and/or arrogant. By contrast, the ‘I’ of the I-You relationship is content, confidently
humble, and whole. With these two-word pairs, Buber attempts to draw attention to

the phenomena of relationship. The object/subject of the encounter can be the same

5 Buber’s writing uses the noun ‘man’ exclusively when referring to humans, as was acceptable in his day.
While | will retain this language in direct quotations from his work, in my own analysis | will be using
‘human’ and/or interchanging masculine & feminine pronouns to represent all expressions of gender.

& While the title of this version of the book is translated from the German Ich and Du into the English
rendering | and Thou (to maintain consistency with earlier English translations), throughout Kaufmann’s
translation he uses the terminology of I-You instead of I-Thou. | will be following Kaufmann’s example.
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for both ‘It" and ‘You;” what differentiates between the two is the phenomena of
relationship—the encounter that occurs in the space between ‘I’ and ‘It/You.’

Some critics have accused Buber of setting up polarities and encouraging
dualistic thinking and false dilemmas (Ravenscroft, 2017). Kaufmann, for instance, in
the preface to his translation of Buber’s work, claims that the human world is
“manifold” instead of Buber’s “twofold” (Kaufmann, 1970). According to Kaufmann, we
not only have the two “I-It” and “I-You,” but also “I-l, I-It, It-It, We-We, and Us-Them”
(1970, p. 14).

| will discuss this in more detail later. For now it is worth acknowledging that
perhaps Buber’s purpose in setting up these two opposing ideas was to seek clarity of a
phenomenon by highlighting both what it is and what it is not. As mentioned
previously, Buber was attempting to describe something perceived but difficult to
articulate or define. It is my impression that he used every other means available to
him, and in this case his intention was not to set up a duality, but to set up a nonduality.

As such, while more time will be spent looking at the I-You mode of relating, |

will first discuss Buber’s description of the I-It mode of relating.

3.1 The I-It mode of relating

The I-It mode of relating might be compared to the desire to cognitively
understand something or someone. It is consistent throughout the book that the
pronoun ‘It’ can be substituted for any number of pronouns: he, she, they, etc. In other
words, the word ‘It’ should not be presumed to mean something other-than-human.
Additionally, ‘It can refer to any of the three spheres that Buber outlines in the opening
pages: humans, members of the more-than-human world, or spiritual beings.

Buber illustrates the I-It mode of relating first by using the example of a tree:

| contemplate a tree.

| can accept it as a picture: a rigid pillar in a flood of light, or splashes of green

traversed by the gentleness of the blue silver ground.

| can feel it as movement: the flowing veins around the sturdy, striving core, the

sucking of the roots, the breathing of the leaves, the infinite commerce with

earth and air—and the growing itself in its darkness.

| can assign it to a species and observe it as an instance, with an eye to its
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construction and its way of life.

| can overcome its uniqueness and form so rigorously that | recognize it only as

an expression of the law—those laws according to which a constant opposition

of forces is continually adjusted, or those laws according to which the elements

mix and separate.

| can dissolve it into a number, into a pure relation between numbers, and

eternalize it.

Throughout all of this the tree remains my object and has its place and its time

span, its kind and condition (1970, p. 58).

Here Buber describes a way of relating to something where ‘I’ am the subject
and the tree is my object. Contemplating the tree can take different forms—aesthetic
appreciation (“accept it as a picture”), sensuality (“feel it as a movement”),
classification (“assign it to a species”), correspondence with natural law (“recognize it
only as an expression of the law”), mathematical calculation (“dissolve it into a
number”). What is important here is not what form | use when contemplating the tree.
What Buber is trying to illustrate comes in his final statement: “...the tree remains my
object and has its place and its time span...” These forms of contemplation are
objective/material in that they are one-way. My way of relating to another in the I-It
mode is focused on utility, on what | will do with that which confronts me. It does not
consider how the ‘I’ might be changed by the other, nor does it consider that this
interaction with the tree might live beyond the immediate direct experience of
contemplation.

Buber’s mention of place and time in this excerpt illustrates the influence of
Kant on his understanding of the phenomena of perception. Buber subscribed to Kant’s
notion that space and time are pure forms of perception, that they exist in how we
experience a thing (phenomena) as opposed to being inherent in the thing itself
(noumena) (Biser, 1963). In the I-It mode of relating, my perceiving of the other does
not invite me to share in the other’s space and time. Instead, | perceive that the other
resides in its own sense of space and time, and | reside in mine. There is a separation
here, and this will become important as I-It is contrasted with |-You.

The ‘" in the I-It mode of relating is interacting anthropocentrically. From

Buber: “The | of the basic word I-It appears as an ego and becomes conscious of itself as
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a subject (of experience and use)” (1970, pp. 111-112). The word translated by
Kaufmann as ‘ego’ comes from the German Eigenwesen, described by Kaufmann as a
very unusual German word at the time. What Buber was after here, according to
Kaufmann and also to Buber’s own notes on the first English edition of his work, is
“man’s relation to himself” (Buber, 1970, footnotes 111-112). In other words, in the I-It
mode of relating, though a human may be thinking about the other, her true focus is on
herself in light of the other—how she might learn from the other, use the other,

appreciate the other, etc. The relationship here is anthropocentric and instrumental.

3.2 The phenomenon of experience

There are similarities between the German semantics Buber uses as compared
to that of outdoor adventure education. The idea of a ‘lived experience’ is often touted
in outdoor education as the ultimate aim of pedagogy. Experiential education has
become both a pedagogical framework and a philosophical foundation for what
outdoor adventure educators are hoping to achieve (Roberts, 2012). In this context,
Buber’s use of the word experience as it relates to relationship becomes more
intriguing. In German, there are two words that are translated into English as
experience. The first, Erfahrung, is the more traditional word for experience and refers
to more reflective and collective experiences that one may gain over time. The second
word, Erlebnis, contains the root leben, meaning life, and thus often gets translated as
lived experience. Martin Jay discusses these and provides this perspective on Erfahrung:

[1]t came to mean a more temporarily elongated notion of experience based on

a learning process, an integration of discrete moments of experience into a

narrative whole or an adventure. This latter view, which is sometimes called a

dialectical notion of experience, connotes a progressive, if not always smooth,

movement over time, which is implied by the Fahr (journey) embedded in the

Erfahrung and the linkage with the German word for danger (Gefahr). As such, it

activates a link between memory and experience, which subtends the belief that

cumulative experience can produce a kind of wisdom that comes only at the end

of the day (as quoted in Roberts, 2012, p. 22).

Interestingly, Buber’s use of the word Erfahrung seems to indicate a shallow

interaction between humans and the world around them.
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We are told that man experiences his world. What does this mean? Man goes
over the surfaces of things and experiences them. He brings back from them
some knowledge of their condition—as experience. He experiences what there is

to things. But it is not experiences alone that bring the world to man (1970, p.

55, emphasis mine).

According to Kaufmann, Buber is making a play on words here in German.
Erfahrung contains the German word fahren, which means to drive or to go. As noted
by Jay above, this is often associated with the idea that experience carries with it the
notion of a journey. However, the sentence translated by Kaufmann uses the verb
befahren, which means “to drive over the surface of something.” Thus, Buber seems to
be pointing out the connection between these two words in German. As Kaufmann
notes, “Buber manages to suggest that experience stays on the surface” (1970, p. 55,
footnotes).

Buber places experiences, including lived experiences, in the realm of the I-It. In
doing this, he is not so much focusing on the factors involved in the experience
(conditions, environment, people, etc.), but on the quality, or mode, of human
relationship to these factors. Experience, for Buber, is anthropocentric.

Given Buber’s choice of wording, in this chapter | will be using the term
‘experience’ to refer to Buber’s notion of an I-It mode of relating. In doing this, the
word ‘experience’ becomes problematized (as we will see). The problem does not,
however, stem from the word itself but from the underlying ontological implications of
the I-It modes of relating that are inherent in experiences.

This brief overview of the I-It relationship, along with the phenomenon of
experience, will allow us a more in-depth look into the significance of I-You and the
phenomenon of encounter. While Buber spends much of his book discussing I-You in
terms of human-human relationships, he makes it clear that this way of relating applies
to three different ‘spheres’ of human existence: life with nature, life with other
humans, and life with spiritual beings (1970, pp. 55-56). I-You, then, also applies to
human relationships with the more-than-human world. This sphere of relating will be

the focus of the following discourse.
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3.3 The I-You mode of relating

As already mentioned, the first example of the different modes of relating that
Buber offers is of a human contemplating a tree. In the last section | described the
beginning of this example as a form of I-It. The example continues to unfold from where
| left it, contrasting I-It with what Buber considers to be an I-You mode of relating.
Picking up where | left off, Buber states,

But it can also happen, if will and grace are joined, that as | contemplate the tree

| am drawn into a relation, and the tree ceases to be an It. The power of

exclusiveness has seized me.

This does not require me to forego any of the modes of contemplation. There is

nothing that | must not see in order to see, and there is no knowledge that |

must forget. Rather is everything, picture and movement, species and instance,
law and number, included and inseparably fused.

Whatever belongs to the tree is included: its form and its mechanics, its colors

and its chemistry, its conversation with the elements and its conversation with

the stars—all this in its entirety.

The tree is no impression, no play of my imagination, no aspect of a mood; it

confronts me bodily and has to deal with me as | must deal with it—only

differently.

One should not try to dilute the meaning of the relation: relation is reciprocity

(1970, p. 58).

Here we see two different themes emerge. The first, explicitly stated, is the
concept of holism. In the reductionist thinking of his day, Buber advocates for thinking
holistically and contextually about the other. The tree, in his example, is not the sum of
its parts. As the ‘I’ begins to see the tree in this holistic way—recognizing its place in the
present environment and at the present moment, “it confronts me bodily....” This is an
odd statement, even in German (1970, p. 58, note 1). Throughout the book, Buber uses
the word gegentiiber, which Kaufmann translates here as ‘confront.” Literally the word
means “that which is over against” (Kaufmann, 1970, p. 45). Other versions of the word,

begegnung (noun) and begegnen (verb) are translated by Kaufmann as ‘encounter.” This

word and its variations are used by Buber specifically in reference to I-You modes of
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relating.’

Different than ‘experience,” which, as discussed earlier, Buber argues as being
anthropocentric, ‘encounter’ suggests a reciprocal relationship, one that recognizes the
essence of the ‘other’ and allows for mutual transformation. This is the second element
that is stated explicitly in the above example (and explored in more detail below).

Reciprocity is a theme that is revisited throughout the book. Part of reciprocity
is a connection between encounter and embodiment, “...it confronts me bodily and has
to deal with me as | must deal with it—only differently.” The relationship that exists
within an encounter is reciprocal. Whereas in the I-It mode of relating there is a
separation in our perception of space and time—we perceive the other as having its
own space and time apart from ours—an encounter means that the ‘I’ must confront
‘You’, in which the ‘I’ and ‘You’ enter the same space and time and must acknowledge
one another bodily.

What Buber seems to be getting at here is that something unique occurs in the
space between the | and the You (in this case, the tree). The tree is now a subject (You)
rather than an object (It), and there is an embodied encounter that transforms both the
‘I and the ‘You.’ Rather than conceptualizing myself as being ‘near’ the tree or thinking
‘of’ the tree, encounter opens myself up to ‘be with’ and ‘think with’ the tree, sharing

the same space and time.

3.4 The phenomenon of encounter

Kaufmann’s translation utilizes the word ‘encounter’ for the German
Beziehungserlebnis, which literally means “living experience of relation.” While Buber
does not specifically define what he means by this phrasing, the text provides insights
that help unpack his intention. Throughout the text Buber seems to indicate that
encounter is inherently material and ontologically primary.

The material nature of I-You encounters is intertwined in the text. In one
example, Buber states, “The You encounters me by grace—it cannot be found by

seeking” followed by:

71 will be using the word ‘encounter’ throughout this thesis as synonymous with the I-You mode of
relating.
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The relation to the You is unmediated. Nothing conceptual intervenes between |
and You, no prior knowledge and no imagination; and memory itself is changed
as it plunges from particularity into wholeness. No purpose intervenes between

I and You, no greed and no anticipation; and longing itself is changed as it

plunges from the dream into appearance. Every means is an obstacle. Only

where all means have disintegrated encounters occur [sic] (1970, pp. 62—63).

Here Buber is describing a phenomenon that is authentic and material in nature,
unmediated and unexpected. The You takes the | by surprise; encounter is not sought
after but is something that happens as an undeserved gift. It is not a constructed
experience, and in fact, constructions are described as obstacles to the authenticity of
the encounter. We also see again Buber’s reference to metaphysical holism: “memory
itself is changed as it plunges from particularity into wholeness.”

The I-You encounter is also free from the intervention of purpose. Later, Buber
reinforces this by contrasting the reciprocal nature of an encounter with the causality of
an experience:

The unlimited sway of causality in the It-world, which is of fundamental

importance for the scientific ordering of nature, is not felt to be oppressive by

the man who is not confined to the It-world but free to step out of it again and

again into the world of relation. Here | and You confront each other freely in a

reciprocity that is not involved in or tainted by any causality; here man finds

guaranteed the freedom of his being and of being (1970, p. 100).

An encounter is also something that is temporary, as it requires being wholly
immersed in the present. The You of the I-You encounter eventually becomes an It; as
Buber says, encounters, or “pure presence,” would “consume us” (1970, pp. 84-85).

Inherent in the concept of encounter is reciprocity. Buber referred to the I-You
encounter as a dialogue—a two-way conversation. The reciprocity that exists in the
encounter is grace, a gift, one that leads to love and a sense of responsibility (1970, pp.
66-67). The encounter evokes feelings of mutual respect, love, and compassion. Here
we see connections to virtue ethics, specifically an ethic of care, which will be discussed

in more detail later.
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3.5 Reciprocal equality and alterity

Unique to Buber’s philosophy is the equivalency he affords to both human and
non-human subjects (Blenkinsop and Scott, 2017). The interchangeability of the subject
of ‘You’ means that all I-You encounters share the same level of significance—an
encounter is possible regardless of whether the subject of ‘You’ is human or non-
human. Buber provides personal examples of encounters with animals, vegetation, and
even minerals (Blenkinsop, 2005).

As discussed by Blenkinsop & Scott (2017), Buber scholarship has evolved
around this topic. Early Buber scholars regarded Buber’s discussion of encounters with
subjects in the more-than-human world to be too mystical and romantic. Blenkinsop &
Scott provide an example from Donald Berry,

Many readers find the concern with nature so to border on magic or mysticism

that they think it can appropriately be ignored. Although it might not seriously

disqualify Buber’s invitation to reciprocity, they regard the call to “consider a

tree” as a curious idiosyncrasy or an embarrassing romantic whimsy. Thus the

connection of Buber’s vision of mutuality to the natural, to the tree, has
remained unidentified and undeveloped, or forgotten altogether (as quoted in

Blenkinsop and Scott, 2017, p. 454).

Later Buber scholars more readily acknowledge an equality in the reciprocal
nature of encounters with both human and non-human subjects, which does not
depend on a certain response from the ‘You.” With some debate as to whether an
encounter with a non-human entity leads to anthropomorphizing, there are scholars
who maintain that Buber’s philosophy allows for the unique alterity of the ‘other,” and
this in fact is a key aspect of Buber’s philosophy of dialogue (Blenkinsop and Scott,
2017). Importantly, Buber also emphasized that an I-You encounter does not diminish
the unique identity of either subject—each maintains their sense of alterity and

consciousness which is in contrast to certain eastern religions (Buber, 1970).

3.6 Encounter as relational ontology

While Buber does not claim any particular metaphysics (and in fact sees

metaphysics as often being in the way of exploring what is “fundamental”), he does
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claim an ontology (Wood, 1969). I and Thou is a seminal work in that it captures the
essence of his earlier thoughts as well as what came after, and at its core it is a work of
ontology. While Buber was an existentialist, he was distinct in his emphasis upon the
interplay between entities, drawing specific attention to this ‘between-ness.” As
discussed by Wood, “Martin Buber introduced the notion of an ontologically prior
relation of Presence, binding subject and object together in an identity-in-difference
which he termed the I-Thou relation and which constitutes the region of what he calls
the Between (das Zwischen)” (1969, p. xii empahsis in the orignial).

Buber makes it clear in his work that, while the phenomenon of relation—
similar to that of space and time—is conceived of in the mind (Wood, 1969), the
primacy of all things is found in relation. The relation comes before, is there before we
are aware of it, and has the potential to be experienced phenomenologically through an
I-You encounter.

...[T]he longing for relation is primary, the cupped hand into which the being

that confronts us nestles; and the relation to that, which is a wordless

anticipation of saying You, comes second.... In the beginning is the relation—as

the category of being, as readiness, as a form that reaches out to be filled, as a

model of the soul; the a priori of relation; the innate You. In the relationships

through which we live, the innate You is realized in the You we encounter: that
this, comprehended as a being we confront® and accepted as exclusive, can
finally be addressed with the basic word, has its ground in the a priori of relation

(1970, pp. 78-79, empabhsis in the original).

Here Buber introduces the concept of “The innate You,” translated elsewhere as
“the inborn Thou” (Buber, 1937). Underlying this concept is the Hasidic notion of
Shekinah, the idea of divine indwelling. Buber states elsewhere that “nothing can exist
without a divine spark.”(Buber, 1958, p. 49) This ‘spark,” or Shekinah, can be found in all
parts of the natural world. An I-You encounter involves discovering the Shekinah in the
other, calling it out, and finding connection (Blenkinsop, 2005). This is not something
that can be forced, but is entered into as a sort of dialogue—one that recognizes the

wholeness of the other while being wholly present to self (1970, p. 58). Additionally,

8 The German here for ‘confront’ is similar to what is translated elsewhere as ‘encounter.’
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the encounter itself is not a feeling, though it can be accompanied by feelings (1970, p.
66). Rather, it is a recognition of and longing for presence, which is primary.

It’s relevant to highlight a key feature of encounter, namely that the ‘I’ retains
her sense of self-consciousness. Being aware of the ‘You’ does not imply there is a lack
of awareness of the ‘I’. This will become an important distinction when we consider the
phenomenon of sublime experiences in the next chapter.

While the idea of ‘the innate You’ might feel familiar to deep ecologists, there is
a difference in the recognition of the uniqueness of the other. Shekinah does not
negate or deny alterity. Rather, Shekinah opens the door to encounter while
acknowledging and celebrating otherness. An encounter involves embracing the other
through dialogue without giving up yourself (Buber, 1970, p. 141). This erases dualities
and recognizes that ‘othering’ the You does not mean separating the | from the You.

Some scholars seem reticent to make the leap and claim Buber’s philosophy as
being rooted in a relational ontology. This is evident partly due to the lack of research
that connects Buber’s work to relational ontology. In my literature review, only Robert
Wood dedicated space to unpacking Buber’s ontological position. His analysis, however,
is hesitant to identify Buber as a relational ontologist (Wood, 1969).

The long history of substance-based ontology in the western world makes us
reluctant to consider a different way of conceptualizing that which is ontologically
primary, and philosophers have struggled to define relations in a way that accounts for
the myriad of relations that exist—in physics, math, cognitive science, religion, etc.
(Wildman, 2010). While Buber’s philosophy of dialogue does not solve these complex
issues, it does present a way to conceive of the differing qualities of relations. Chiefly,
there is a distinct difference between an I-It relation and an I-You relation. For Buber,
the latter is primary, the former derivative. Buber recognizes that not all relations are
created equal, and the a priori relation of encounter is unique in its reciprocal and
transformative nature. While the I-You relation exists foundationally, it remains an
uncommon occurrence and requires a willingness to be fully present to the relation, to
briefly extend a notion of self to include the other while acknowledging the alterity of
both self and other. An I-You encounter is, by its very nature, transcendental and
transformational. By contrast, an I-It relation is transactional. The ‘I’ of the I-It

experience is not changed and sees the other through a lens of causality.
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3.7 I-You encounters and an ethic of care

One of the unique aspects of Buber’s philosophy of dialogue is the call to action,
which is discussed in the third section of the book (aptly titled “Third Part”). For Buber,
an |-You encounter results in what he calls a “presence of strength,” which affirms a
meaning to life that is demonstrated through us and requires action. A true encounter
results in love, a love that requires action: “Love is responsibility of an | for a You”
(1970, p. 66). While Buber doesn’t delve very far into ethics, he makes references
throughout the book to reciprocity, that there is both a give and a take inherent in
every encounter.

There also exists a both-and nature to Buber’s discussion of encounter. An I-You
relation requires the | to be wholly present to the You, but Buber makes it clear that the
‘I’ still maintains her unique identity and does not lose herself in the chasm of ‘You’,
which “has no borders” (Buber, 1970, p. 55). The ‘I’ maintains consciousness in a way
that allows her to acknowledge the uniqueness of the ‘You’. In this, she receives a gift

of meaning—a sense of knowing the other that makes the ‘between’ pregnant with the

fullness of life.

3.8 Summary

The analysis of Buber’s work in this chapter offers a way forward in attempts to
qualify the nature of human relationships with the more-than-human world. While
there are likely many other phenomena at play, Buber’s work comparing-and-
contrasting these two modes of relating provides a framework upon which to build.
Features of Buber’s framework include a focus on metaphysical holism, relational
reciprocity, a relationship that has meanings outside of instrumentation, a sense of
transcendence, and a resulting call to responsibility born out of love and compassion. In
addition, one uniqueness to Buber’s notion of encounter is the interplay between self-
consciousness and alterity and the recognition that these two features don’t negate
themselves in the face of metaphysical holism.

There are a surprising number of similarities between Buber’s notion of an I-You
encounter and phenomenological accounts of sublime experiences, which is the topic

of the next chapter.
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Chapter 4: Experiences of the Sublime in Nature

This chapter considers experiences of the sublime in nature, exploring the
phenomenology of these experiences as discussed in philosophical literature and the
literature of the Romantics. First | will explore the concept of the sublime broadly from
historical and modern philosophical literature, followed by descriptions of sublime
experiences from Romantic literature, thus establishing a context for the sublime in
environmental aesthetics, morality, and ethics. Then | will unpack the ways in which
experiences of the sublime are connected to Martin Buber’s I-You encounters and OAE
pedagogy. Finally, | argue for a reclamation of the sublime by recognizing its material
nature and viewing it through a lens of relational ontology. Throughout the chapter, |
argue for the ways in which experiences of the sublime actively subsume the

experience of relationality into a subjective phenomenon.

4.1 Definitions and context

Sublime is not a word that gets much use in modern-day English. Much more
common are words that are often used as synonyms for sublime: awe, wonder, and/or
grandeur. These words, however, fail to fully capture the phenomenological complexity
of a sublime experience.

Robert Clewis, while acknowledging that the meaning of sublime is elusive,
defines it as “a complex feeling of intense satisfaction, uplift, or elevation, felt before an
object or event that is considered awe-inspiring” (2019a, p. 1). Immanuel Kant
describes it this way: “That is sublime which even to be able to think of demonstrates a
faculty of the mind that surpasses every measure of the senses” (as quoted in Brady,
2013, p. 70). Emily Brady offers the following definition, “When the term is attributed
to things, it can mean that the thing in question is high or lofty, but it can also mean
that the response to certain properties in objects involves a feeling of being elevated or
uplifted. The sublime thus involves a relation between the sublime thing and a
particular aesthetic experience (or response) in the subject” (2013, p. 4, emphasis
mine).

Brady (2013) suggests that the environmental sublime has been outmoded in
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modern rhetoric due to three primary factors. The first suggests that the real and
perceived ‘taming’ of wild places simply doesn’t afford us with the kinds of sublime
experiences we used to have, or that we have simply lost our ‘taste’ for the sublime
because of advanced technology that allows us more control over elements of nature
and because of the increased accessibility of natural locations (through presence as well
as technology). With virtual reality technology and a decent internet connection, | can
virtually fly through the Grand Canyon, climb Denali, or basejump into a Hawaiian
volcano. When combined with the physical access afforded by modern transportation,
the argument implies that ease of access makes the environmentally sublime less
mysterious. In addition, many locations that have been considered sublime have been
commodified to an extent. As one example, it’s possible to explore Niagara Falls from
the relative safety of a catamaran-style boat operated by experienced pilots.

In response to this argument that we may simply have less opportunity to
experience the sublime than we have had historically, Brady concludes that the
argument fails to consider the many ways in which we still experience the sublime. She
provides examples from extreme sports, natural events related to climate change, and
areas where it’s still possible to access wild nature.

Secondly, some remain sceptical about interpretations of the metaphysical
sublime that are connected to various religious constructions. Sublime is often evoked
concurrently with notions of awe and wonder that have been understood through a
lens of faith and religiosity. That is, the incomprehensible is constructed with meta-
narratives that find their source in a deity. Roderick Nash notes that sublime landscapes
were often perceived as something purer than cultural landscapes and thus closer to
God (Nash, 1982). For the Romantics, the sublime had a direct connection to
transcendence, and the ultimate transcendental being was God.

Brady suggests that, while there certainly exists theistic interpretations of the
metaphysics of the sublime, there is also a plurality that can be understood in terms of
metaphysical imagination and transcendentalism that is not theistic by default (more
on this later).

Finally, there is broad criticism that sublimity is largely anthropocentric in its
conclusions. This argument suggests that sublime experiences are naturally dualistic

and hierarchical, setting up humans as being apart from nature and ultimately valuing
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humanity over nature. Much of Kant’s writings and the writings of the Romantics
concerning the sublime point to egoism and the humanizing of nature as a way to
understand the self (Brady, 2013). Described in more detail below, the occurrence of
the sublime often involves an elevation of the mind, which is at times construed in
terms of a kind of self-admiration. “In these ways, the sublime could be seen as a type
of aesthetic experience that humanizes nature, using its greatness as a mirror for
ourselves, self-aggrandizing and ‘degrading nature to our measure’” (Brady, 2013, p.
194, emphasis in the original). Reflected in this is another hint of the subject/object
divide and the influence of a substance-based ontology. The Kantian sublime assumes
that sublimity is a descriptive feature of either the subject or the object. Additionally,
and discussed at length in earlier chapters, Cronon and others point to the sublime as
more evidence of a dangerous dualism that puts control in the hands of humans
(Cronon, 1996; Brady, 2013). In other words, experiences of the sublime position
nature as an alien ‘other,” something to conquer, control, and colonize.

While these constructions are evident in written accounts of the sublime, Brady
suggests that there are other ways of interpreting sublime experiences that do not
resort to anthropocentrism. One path forward involves recognizing sublime experiences
as material in nature rather than being interpreted as social construction. The
Romantics of the 18" century wrapped sublime language into aesthetic experiences of
human taste. Recognizing the sublime as something material frees it from this
construction and allows for the experience to unfold authentically and in a way that
points to relationships. Further to Brady’s suggestion, | argue that sublimity does not
belong to subject or object; rather, it is a feature of both and arises from the in-
between.

| will return to some of these themes later as they have significant implications
for sublime experiences in outdoor adventure education. A brief survey of historical

accounts of the sublime will help to add context to these discussions.

4.2 Accounts of the sublime in modern philosophy

Early philosophical texts on the sublime focus on the empirical sublime and
aesthetic sublime as present in literature and art. One of the first written descriptions

of sublimity has been credited to Longinus, a first-century Greek philosopher (though
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the authorship and date of publication of this work, Peri Hypsous, is much debated)
(Clewis, 2019a). This work focuses mostly on the sublime in literature and rhetoric.
Later writings of the 16'" & 17" centuries develop the sublime more fully and connect
experiences with the sublime to aesthetics and morality.

Edmund Burke’s account of the sublime focuses on the empirical. Sublime
objects have specific visual, auditory, and other sensory elements about them that
make them vast, infinite, rugged, powerful, etc. For Burke, experiences of the empirical
sublime evoke simultaneous emotions of delight and terror (Brady, 2013). Delight is
often found in the aesthetic appreciation of the object. But for Burke, any experience of
the sublime must be accompanied by terror and actual risk to one’s life due to the
immensity, vastness, or power of the object at hand.

Immanuel Kant elaborates on this concept and describes it as ‘negative
pleasure.” For Kant, who wrote prolifically about the aesthetic sublime, an experience of
the sublime does not necessarily require real and actual risk (though it does require risk
of a type). While real risk is often involved, a sublime experience can also occur with
imagined or perceived risk. In Kant’s version of ‘negative pleasure,’ the pleasure comes
from the expansion of our imagination and an awareness of our moral capacities (e.g.
freedom, reason). The negative comes from frustration over our inability to understand
or take in what we are exposed to (e.g. formlessness, mathematical impossibilities, etc.)
and the recognition of our physical helplessness (Brady, 2013)- The sublime forces us to
consider our own frailty and insignificance in the vastness of wild and untamed nature.
As Brady describes, “...nature’s dominance is both central and indispensable to our
feeling a measure to this dominance. The two forms of dominance support each other
to give rise to a kind of feeling where displeasure and pleasure are codependent”
(2013, p. 82).

Kant’s discussion of the sublime positions it in the realm of a ‘disinterested’
aesthetic judgment. A disinterested judgment is a type of aesthetic judgment that is
free from personal feelings or emotional preferences; thus, a sublime experience can
exist materially without needing to be attached to some human construction of self-
appropriation. In addition, Brady suggests that “Kant’s theory characterizes a form of
aesthetic appreciation that speaks to relations between humans and the rest of the

natural world” (2013, p. 195).
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This will become significant for later discussions around relational ontology and
the role that sublime experiences play in our relations with the more-than-human
world. In addition to these philosophical discussions, the sublime was a regular feature
in 18" and 19" century Romantic literature. Given the influence of this literature on the

development of OAE pedagogy, | will explore these contributions next.

4.3 The Romantic sublime, self-consciousness, and identity

In 1800s Romantic literature, ‘wildness’ is often used interchangeably with
‘sublime,’” juxtaposed with the ordered beauty of a well-kept English garden. The
Romantics argue for the intrinsic value of wild, unordered nature which evokes feelings
of the sublime and is different from (and often described in opposition to) the aesthetic
experience of a cultivated landscape (i.e. beauty). These Romantic thinkers describe the
sublime using various literary conventions—narrative, poetry, prose, etc. Woven
throughout these descriptions are various features that constitute a sublime experience
as understood by these authors.

Ralph Waldo Emerson discusses “the perpetual presence of the sublime” that is
experienced from looking at the stars (Emerson, 2012, p. 6). However, it’s not simply
the act of looking up at the stars that evokes the sublime; it must be coupled with
solitude. And not just solitude from other humans, but also solitude from society. “To
go into solitude, a man [sic] needs to retire as much from his chamber as from society”
(2012, p. 6). Emerson opens his book-length essay Nature with this statement, and a
discussion of the stars, noting, “The stars awaken a certain reverence, because though
always present, they are inaccessible” (2012, p. 6). The stars evoke a feeling of
sublimity, partly due to the cognitive (and physical) inaccessibility and partly as a result
of entering into solitude from society.

Henry David Thoreau’s writings suggest an even deeper solitude, one that
denies the presence of self. In reference to Thoreau’s writings, Ralph Black notes “Such
a conflation, the vanishing or erasure of the self... is the province, if not the crux of the
sublime” (1994, p. 65). Black contends that throughout Thoreau’s writings there is a
sense of dislocation—seeking a landscape that is so foreign and unfamiliar that
experiencing it authentically requires a sort of disembodiment (Black, 1994). “I stand in

awe of my body, this matter to which | am bound has become strange to me... What is
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this Titan that has possession of me?” (as quoted in Black, 1994, p. 69). In this passage
from Ktaadn Thoreau describes his body as if he’s outside of it, the mountain having
taken possession of his sense of self-consciousness.

For William Wordsworth, the sublime involves a sense of imagination, the mind
transcending over matter and experiencing a sense of metaphysical holism. “Mind and
nature, that is, are united in their ability to ‘mould’, ‘abstract’ and ‘combine’ the
‘outward face of things’ into images ‘awful and sublime’”(Shaw, 2014). Dorothy,
Wordsworth’s sister, also discusses the sublime in terms of this sense of metaphysical
holism, “dissolv[ing] the boundaries between self and other, whether that other is
understood as plant, mineral or animal or, indeed, as God” (Shaw, 2014).

More recent works in nature literature describe similar sentiments. Notably,
Annie Dillard discusses self-consciousness as it relates to human interactions with the
more-than-human:

Self-consciousness, however, does hinder the experience of the present. Itis
the one instrument that unplugs all the rest. So long as | lose myself in a tree,
say, | can scent its leafy breath or estimate its board feet of lumber, | can draw
its fruits or boil tea on its branches, and the tree stays tree. But the second |
become aware of myself at any of these activities—looking over my own
shoulder, as it were—the tree vanishes, uprooted from the spot and flung out
of sight as if it had never grown. And time, which had flowed down into the
tree bearing new revelations like floating leaves at every moment, ceases. It
dams, still, stagnates. Self-consciousness is the curse of the city and all that
sophistication implies (1974, p. 82).

For Dillard, an ‘authentic’ encounter with the more-than-human requires an
abandonment of self-consciousness, which is the beginning to being fully present in the
moment. ‘Unself-consciousness’ allows Dillard to be wholly focused on the tree, not in
relation to herself.

Returning to Kant, an interesting and different interplay between the sublime
subject and the self emerges. Similar to the authors just described, Kant acknowledges
an element of ‘unself-consciousness’ that arises due to the all-encompassing nature of
the subject, the attributes of which fill the senses and overwhelm rational thought.

There is a moment where the alterity of the other overwhelms and the concept of ‘self’
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vanishes from conscious thought.
For Kant, however, the experience also includes a kind of recurrence of self.
After being momentarily suspended, conscious acknowledgment of the self re-emerges
but is changed. This ‘new’ self is acknowledged as being ‘with’ the other. In this way,
the self is conceived of differently. The centrality of Kant’s “negative pleasure” is at the
confluence of a reciprocal awareness. There is an aspect of fear, insecurity, anxiety, and
humility that results, stemming from an awareness of a self that is literally unable to
conceive of the ‘other’ through any rational thought (Brady, 2013).
The self that emerges within this experience is not one who is influenced by the
other or who is now thinking about the other, it’s a self that is suspended in
relationship with the other. This ‘withness’ is the confluence. Brady describes it this
way,
“... unlike cases of the beautiful, centre stage is occupied not only by nature but
also by regard for the self in relation to nature... the disruption of the self that
occurs here is not a self standing outside nature... Kant does not argue from the
position of human separation from nature, but from our inclusion in nature and
nature’s inclusion in us, namely, the sensible self with its inclinations” (2013, p.
82).

A sublime experience, then, results in a deep awareness of the other to the extent that

it impacts our very identity. We are changed. Thoreau, as well, seems to make

continual connections between the sublime landscape and identity (Black, 1994).

These authors highlight certain features of a sublime experience, namely: 1) a
loss of self-consciousness, 2) an experience of metaphysical holism, 3) the inaccessible
nature of the sublime object, 4) an experience of transcendence, and 5) a connection to
identity. These features are connected and interwoven. As it relates to identity and self-
consciousness, the suspension and then recurrence of self-consciousness that typifies a
sublime experience opens the door for the other—in this case, the more-than-human—
to become part of our identity as it is bound up in relation to us. There is a metaphysical

and transcendental element to this that will be explored next.

4.4 Metaphysical imagination, transcendence, and virtue

| have suggested the possibility of encounters with the more-than-human world
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being conceived of as material or primary experiences. As discussed in the previous
chapter, Martin Buber described encounter as being grounded in the a priori of
relation, connecting to “the innate You” which is always present. Similarly, feelings of
the sublime often incur a metaphysical dimension. Ronald Hepburn referred to this as
metaphysical imagination (1996). Here | suggest that metaphysical imagination
constitutes the root of the primary, which contributes to a transcendence of self and

results in a virtue-oriented ethic towards the more-than-human world.
4.4.1 The Role of metaphysical imagination

As noted earlier, the metaphysical nature of the sublime has become
problematic in recent history due to connections with religiosity and/or scepticism
around the value of metaphysical experiences. A rejection of this metaphysical
dimension has led to what Brady calls aesthetic eliminativism, “...an attempt to theorize
away the metaphysical component of aesthetic responses” (2013, p. 190, emphasis in
the original). These metaphysical components, however, are inherent within the
sublime. | argue that there is a numinal quality that constitutes the fabric of a sublime
experience. Theorizing the metaphysical components away cheapens the experience
and dilutes it so that it is purely cognitive. The profound emotions and experience of
transcendence the sublime invokes are what sets these experiences apart from
experiences of beauty, awe, or grandeur. These profound emotions are metaphysical in
nature, challenging us to confront the other relationally, in holism, without reliance on
human constructs and artifices.

Both Hepburn and Brady suggest that metaphysical imagination is holistic in that
it takes into account both the present sensory elements of the encounter (the specific
substances, colors, textures, etc) and the “world as a whole” (Hepburn, 1996, p. 192).
Or, as Brady puts it, “Functioning in a non-fanciful mode, in response to natural objects
and phenomena, metaphysical imagination involves ‘seeing as’ or ‘interpreting as’
inseparable from perceptual qualities” (Brady, 2013, p. 192). In this context,
“perceptual qualities” are the embodied and empirical aspects of a sublime
experience—the sensory perceptions of color and context, the feel of the wind, the roar
of water, etc. In other words, metaphysical imagination does not supplant these

embodied aspects of the experience in the form of cognitive construction. Embodiment
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and metaphysical imagination exist in tandem. The perceptual qualities invoke the

metaphysical, and metaphysical imagination enhances the experience of embodiment.
4.4.2 Metaphysical imagination and transcendence

There is a type of transcendence at work through sublime encounters via
metaphysical imagination. The paradox of the seeming conflicting negative and positive
emotions is interpreted through metaphysical imagination and leads to a transcended
self, “one in which we get a better sense of how we are related to nature” (Brady, 2013,
p. 193). Thus, the natural sublime provides access to a primary experience of relation. It
is transcendental in that it elevates us to see ourselves with nature, the resurgence of
self that can be reimagined as I-You.

Transcendence understood in terms of metaphysical imagination helps to
qualify the material nature of sublime experiences. Through sublime encounters, we
are made aware of a relational dimension that is beyond the reach of cognition and
language. This relational dimension is a combination of identities; it includes both
subjects in a reciprocal I-You vortex of colliding identities. The transcended self includes
the other, and vice versa. This resists our ability to comprehend cognitively and so must

be understood through metaphysical imagination and intuition.
4.4.3 The connection to virtue

Brady suggests a connection between aesthetic experiences of the sublime and
morality in the form of humility and respect (2013). Rather than being anthropocentric
in nature (the sublime self), a sublime encounter with the natural world invites a
cognitive response of wonder. Rather than trying to understand or construct the
experience rationally, the mind instead embraces the experience as unknowable and
metaphysical, and that interpretation leads to a sense of wonder and awe.® This sense
of wonder can lead to a virtue of humility and attitude of respect for the more-than-
human world. We recognize our inability to make rational sense of the experience
through normal cognitive construction, making us aware of our limitations—both

cognitive (due to metaphysical imagination) and physical (due to the embodied nature

91t’s also possible that the response can instead lead to fear, which instead would produce certain vices
such as dominance.
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of the experience). From this state of humility, our stance changes. Rather than seeing
the natural world as something to dominate or subjugate, we instead approach it with
respect in recognition that there are forces at play (relationships) we cannot
understand, let alone attempt to control.

This impacts behaviours through an ethical response rooted in virtue.
Deontological and consequentialist ethics attempt to answer the questions “what must
I do?” through rational and logical argumentation around such things as duties, rights,
and the consequences of our actions. In contrast, virtue ethics starts from the question
of “who must | be?” A sublime experience does not allow for rational argumentation
due to its metaphysical nature. Any ethical response that extends from a sublime
experience comes from identity and the development of moral character or virtues. As
described above, a sublime experience that embraces the metaphysical through
metaphysical imagination impacts identity by changing our posture towards one of
humility and respect for the other. Our valuation of the other changes, and this in turn
drives our behaviours.

A virtue-oriented approach to environmental ethics has been espoused by many
modern philosophers (Plumwood, 2000; Sandler, 2007; Bonnett, 2012; Whyte and
Cuomo, 2017). Of particular interest, Ronald Sandler lays out five virtues associated
with respect for nature: care, compassion, restitutive justice, nonmaleficence (or
commitment to do no harm to the other), and ecological sensitivity (2007). If a sublime
experience leads to attitudes of humility and respect, then it would follow that it also
leads to the development of these virtues and impacts behaviours through a stance
rooted in care and compassion.

In summary, the metaphysical and transcendental nature of the sublime can
thus provide a response to arguments that sublime experiences are largely
anthropocentric. While human constructions of the sublime (stemming mostly from the
romantic influence of the 1800s) often center on the ‘sublime human’, a recognition of
the material nature of sublime experiences highlights the metaphysical dimension that
gives rise to that which is in-between and encompasses both the human and the
sublime subject. Transcending a narrow, anthropocentric construction that relies on
rationality, metaphysical imagination allows space for the epistemologically irrational

through wonder, giving rise to a virtue-oriented ethic stemming from humility and
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respect.

4.5 The natural sublime and I-You encounters

| have already alluded to ways in which the natural sublime is connected to
Buber’s notion of an I-You encounter. In the next chapter, we will explore this in more
detail in the context of relational ontology. Here | would like to argue that, while
Buber’s notion of I-You encounters is not phenomenologically the same thing as a
sublime experience, there are similarities in the metaphysical and relational
components of these two lived experiences.

Perhaps most relevant to this thesis, both I-You encounters and the natural
sublime can be conceived of as primary experiences. As discussed in the previous
chapter, Buber makes several references to I-You encounters as being material and a
priori. Similarly, there is evidence with the Kantian sublime that these experiences, too,
are primary. There is a rawness and authenticity at play that temporarily resists human
constructs.

The primary nature of these encounters suggests a deeper connection to the
human psyche. We’ve seen that both I-You encounters and the sublime impact human
identity through an experience of transcendence. In both cases, the human subject is
exposed to something wholly other and enters into a kind of reciprocal relationship that
embraces both the human and non-human. There is a resulting impact to identity, a
recognition of the relational dynamic that exists between the | and the You and that
sustains both within the transcendental plane.

| do not suggest that an I-You encounter is the same as a sublime experience or
vice versa. For example, where experiences of the natural sublime tend to be focused
on the landscape as a whole, I-You encounters tend to be focused on a specific subject
within the landscape (more on this later). Despite the differences between these two
phenomena, | argue that both share a relational underpinning that relies on
metaphysical imagination and results in a transcendental event. This transcendental
space allows humans to recognize the disinterested aesthetic value of the more-than-
human. To be disinterested means that pleasure is not dependent upon the fulfillment
of desire and does not evoke feelings of desire. Aesthetics that are disinterested are

valued intrinsically, and this aesthetic dimension of sublime creates a necessary bridge
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to an ethic rooted in respect, care, and compassion.

With this context and framing of sublime experiences in nature, the
metaphysical and transcendental nature of these experiences, and connections to I-You
encounters, | will now explore ways in which the sublime has been present in outdoor

adventure education.

4.6 The sublime in outdoor adventure education

As noted in Chapter 2, the North American concept of wilderness was heavily
influenced by the ideas of Romanticism. More specific to outdoor adventure education,
Jay Roberts notes Romantic transcendentalism as one of five theoretical ‘currents’ that
have shaped OAE pedagogy (Roberts, 2012). Roberts specifically highlights the
influential literary voices of Emerson, Thoreau, and Muir and the educational influences
of John Dewey and Kurt Hahn, who Roberts claims are also products of the Romantic
movement (Roberts, 2018).

‘Romanticism’ is a debated term, and there is not a cohesive definition that
makes up what exactly could be considered ‘Romantic.” It has been described variously
as a movement, a mood, a turn, and an intellectual revolution (Berlin, 2013). However,
two themes that seem to be consistent across various definitions include the notion of
the innate goodness of human nature and the counter-cultural reactionism of the

Romantic intellectual movement.
4.6.1 Nature as good

The concept of human nature as inherently good is reflective of the axiological
idea that to be ‘natural’ is to be ‘good.” This is in stark contrast to Judeo-Christian
thought in which human nature is considered to be distorted by sin, thus humans have
inherited a ‘sin nature” which must be continuously kept in check by a strict moral code.
Indeed, Thomas Hobbes (2008) suggested that humans are naturally selfish and will
descend into a state of civil war if they do not agree on a social contract to govern
them. These ideas were prevalent during the 17t" and 18" centuries when education
followed a strict rule of order and behaviour.

On the contrary, Romantics saw the inherent nature of humans as good. Evil, for

the Romantics, comes about as a result of social and cultural influences that make
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humans complacent and entitled (Hirsch, 1996).

This concept, when extended beyond humans to the more-than-human world,
results in a value system that equates ‘natural’ with ‘good.” Thus, an unspoilt wilderness
was conceived as being more holy, closer to its transcendent source (i.e. God) and not
manipulated by humans. In addition, humans themselves are also good if they are
allowed to be ‘natural.” Thus, “the child is neither a scaled-down, ignorant version of
the adult nor a formless piece of clay in need of moulding, rather, the child is a special
being in its own right with unique, trustworthy—indeed holy—impulses that should be
allowed to develop and run their course” (Hirsch, 1996, p. 74).

This has impacted the field of outdoor adventure education in two ways. First is
the choice in locating programmes in sublime landscapes. As Roberts notes, “the
educational journey often involves a trip to another place... and that place is often the
location of a more powerful, sublime, and thus transcendent experience” (Roberts,
2012, p. 45). The assumed rationale here is that being physically and materially closer
to what is ‘natural’ and ‘good’ will have the effect of recalling and amplifying the ‘good’
inherent in human nature. In addition, the transcendental nature of sublime landscapes
has the added benefit of bringing participants closer to God. The sublime wilderness
has been referred to by some as a ‘thin’ place, were the veil between the human world
and the spiritual world is more translucent. While no one really knows where the
concept of ‘thin’ places originates, most point to ancient Celtic spirituality as having first
articulated this concept (Balzer, 2013).

Second is related to pedagogical techniques. With strong influence from Jean-
Jacques Rousseau’s Emile, OAE pedagogy is unapologetically student-centred. Students
are perceived as naturally and inherently curious; this curiosity is, by extension, seen as
‘good.” Education is fashioned in a way that draws out the curiosity and interests of the
students, rather than imposing ideas and impressions from cultural and social
conventions which are seen as less pure.

In modern philosophy, the concept that what is ‘natural’ is ‘good,” which stems
from ethical naturalism, is considered a naturalistic fallacy (Moore, 1993). The
naturalistic fallacy argues that the concept of ‘good’ is a human construct, determined
by social and cultural influences, whereas ‘natural’ is a physical property and is not

morally determinate. While the moral debate over ethical naturalism is beyond the
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scope of this project, it is worth noting that modern philosophy has largely considered

the concept to be logically problematic.
4.6.2 Romanticism as counter-cultural

| would argue that another common theme running through romantic thought
and literature is a challenge to the enlightenment (Garrard, 2006) and the mainstream
norms and directions of society. In this way, Romanticism can be seen as almost
prophetic, with thinkers and writers issuing warnings about the trajectory of
government and culture. This may be the very reason why a definition for Romanticism
is so elusive. Many who claimed to be Romantics contradicted the thoughts and ideas
of other Romantics (Berlin, 2013). But perhaps what unites these thinkers under the
banner of Romanticism is the counter-cultural nature of their ideas.

The Romantics sought to offer antidotes to the downfalls of mainstream
culture—for Thoreau and Muir, the antidote was realized in and through nature. This is
reflected in OAE through Kurt Hahn’s “six declines of modern youth” which provide the
foundational outcomes for Outward Bound pedagogy (Outward Bound, 2020). For
Hahn, the natural environment was seen as a way to address these issues and provide a
sort of antidote through the character development of youth. These sentiments are
also evident in the histories of the scouting and camping movements in the United
States (Martin et al., 2017).

Concurrent to the development of the Boy Scouts, the Woodcraft Folk was also
developed in the early 1900s in similar fashion. Started by Ernest Thompson Seton, who
was himself a Chief Scout under Baden-Powell, the Woodcraft Folk romanticized the life
of the plains ‘Indians’ (Loynes, 2017), misappropriating indigenous ways of life by
disregarding their cosmologies and ontologies and instead adopting certain practices
towards the development of character (Sheridan, 2013).

A pedagogical connection can be seen here between the Kantian sublime’s
‘negative pleasure’ and the character development aims of traditional OAE
programmes. The negative emotion and associated fear (both real and perceived)
expose a power struggle—human survival vs. nature—and sets the stage for exercising
courage and tenacity in the face of something much more powerful and

incomprehensible. Additionally, when programmed as a group experience, there often
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results the sense of unity, comradery, and interdependence William James calls for in
his “moral equivalent to war” which, as previously discussed, was a one of the primary
aims of Kurt Hahn and the founding of Outward Bound.?

A specific example illustrating the counter-cultural reactionism evident in OAE
practices can be found in Hahn’s less publicized attempt to address what he perceived
as the feminizing of the male gender. Cronon suggests that in the late 1800s “the
comforts and seductions of civilized life were especially insidious for men, who all too
easily became emasculated by the feminizing tendencies of civilization” (1996, p. 8).
Perhaps more poignant on the heels of the first World War, Hahn’s schools sought to
address male emerging sexuality and repress homosexual tendencies. Franklin Vernon
makes the argument that Hahn’s adventure pedagogy was in many ways a form of
conversion therapy that addressed his fear that homosexuality would be the death of
society (2020). Consistent with Cronon’s critiques, outdoor adventure became a vehicle
for men to locate their rugged masculinity despite the ‘femininizing’ nature of social
life. As it relates to ‘nature as good,” this example illustrates the ways in which ‘good’
was understood as a cultural notion, rather than some universal ‘good.’

The benefit of hindsight highlights many aspects of the Romantic sublime as
being overly anthropocentric and creating problematic dualisms between humans and
non-human nature, as already discussed. However, a more judicious treatment of the
Romantic sublime and the resulting pedagogical focus for OAE demonstrates the ways
in which these Romantic thinkers challenged cultural trends they perceived as
problematic. While we may not agree with their assessment of culture, it’s possible that

the phenomenon of the natural sublime is a redeemable feature of pedagogical focus.

4.7 Reclaiming the sublime

Returning to the problematic effects of the anthropocentric aims inherent in
OAE pedagogy, it becomes evident that places which have the potential to inspire
sublime experiences provide suitable environments for the development of character

traits such as courage and tenacity (which were often associated with masculinity). The

10 This can be conceived of as counter to the development of humility and virtues of respect and care that
Brady (2013) suggests.

69



complex phenomenology of sublime experiences introduces a natural component of
fear (the negative part of Kant’s ‘negative pleasure’) and provides a worthy opponent
against which man?! can test his mental and physical bravado. The sheer alterity of the
wilderness—it’s ‘wildness’, inscrutable depth and breadth—sets an ideal stage for the
development of tenacity, courage, and determination.

In reaction to the material experience of the sublime, this is how it has been
constructed within OAE pedagogy, and | have argued that it has served to set up an
adversarial relationship between humans and the more-than-human world. In many
pursuits competition has become the norm—man’s battle with nature and with himself.
This sense of competition has continued to frame engagement with the natural world,
with experiences often focused on a particular tick list, conquering feats of nature, first
ascents/descents, and increasingly extreme objectives.

Looking beyond the development of character, locating educational
programming in sublime locations also serves to emphasize the ‘otherness’ of more-
than-human nature. Concepts like Leave No Trace that seemingly exist to protect and
care for the more-than-human world create an ontological structure that places
humans outside of the natural world and highlight the perception that our mere
presence brings harm to that which is not human (Turner, 2002). While this is true in
many respects, and climate change is exposing the depth of the negative impacts
humans have had, isn’t it also true that humans have the capacity to live in harmony
with and in the more than human world—to cultivate, restore, and repair damage that
has been done?

In light of these things, an argument could be made that OAE should steer clear
of experiences of the sublime. If these experiences serve to create adversarial
relationships and false dualisms between humans and the more-than-human world,
then perhaps critics of the natural sublime are right and this concept is outmoded.

This argument, however, is short sighted in terms of the complex
phenomenology of sublime experiences. In my above assessment of experiences of the

natural sublime in OAE, the argument is relevant as it relates to constructions of

11 ‘Man’ is used intentionally here, as these early programmes were almost exclusively focused on
masculinity
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sublime experiences that have been largely anthropocentric in nature. However, | argue
for a material experience of the sublime that escapes these anthropocentric judgments.

Acknowledging the material nature of the sublime suggests an opportunity to
reclaim the natural sublime from its Romantic anthropocentrism. A reconstruction of
sublime experiences invites an opportunity to reimagine ways in which the more-than-
human world is an active participant in outdoor experiences rather than, as Daniel’s
research suggests, a canvas, catalyst, or crucible through which interpersonal aims can
be realized (Daniel, 2010).

Reclaiming the natural sublime will naturally involve deconstructing it from
problematic cultural associations. If a material experience of the sublime is possible,
what might this look like? How is it recognized? And what happens when it occurs?
Stripping away cultural constructions requires consideration of a comprehensive
philosophical theory of the sublime. Philosophers have long debated whether or not a
theory of the sublime is even possible (Sircello, 1993; Forsey, 2007). However, without

some clarity on this point, reclaiming the sublime may prove to be impossible.
4.7.1 Considering a theory of the sublime

In the late 20" century conversations emerged around sublime theory. Analytic
philosophers have struggled to reconcile the transcendent nature of sublime
experiences with modern ontological and epistemological structures. Jane Forsey
arguably provides the most convincing case to suggest that a theory of the sublime is
contradictory and/or incoherent. She summarizes the problem as this, “If we focus on
the metaphysical status of the sublime object, our epistemology becomes problematic,
but if we address instead the epistemological transcendence of a certain experience,
we still seem forced to make some metaphysical claim about the object of that
experience” (2007, p. 383, emphasis in the original). Robert Clewis outlines Forsey’s
analytical argument this way, “The object is transcendent and inaccessible. If the object
is transcendent and inaccessible, it is not possible to comprehend and provide an
adequate theory of it. Thus, it is not possible to comprehend and provide an adequate
theory of the object” (Clewis, 2019b, p. 342 n. 10). The foundation of Forsey’s argument
rests in Guy Sircello’s (1993) assertion that the object of a sublime experience—

whether that be a vast mountain range, an endless starry sky, or a raging waterfall—is
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sublime in that it is epistemologically transcendent and thus inaccessible to rational
thought. That is, the object evades our attempts to comprehend due to certain
features—immensity, vastness, power, etc.

Both Sircello and Forsey question the possibility of a theory of the sublime.
Sircello is more optimistic that it could be possible by decoupling the epistemological
thesis from its metaphysical implications. Forsey, however, does not think this is
possible and thus suggests that there is no valid or rational way forward for a sublime
theory. She summarizes,

With Sircello’s second formulation, we escape incoherence only to find

ourselves facing some ineffable or mysterious reality that we do not experience

directly, that we cannot know, but that nevertheless we must posit as existing,
of which the sublime gives us a glimmer. This revision of the original thesis does
not succeed in omitting the theme of ontological transcendence: instead... it
renders the ontology all the more mysterious and all the more tantalizingly out

of reach (2007, p. 385).

While Forsey lays out a strong analytic argument, she fails to acknowledge the
full phenomena of human experiences of the sublime. Her argument is unnecessarily
reductionistic and does not acknowledge the holistic interplay of emotions and
intersubjectivity that is evident in descriptions of sublime experiences. As an example,
Forsey, in her attempt to isolate the ontological dimension of the sublime, narrows in
on the object of a sublime encounter. After acknowledging problems associated with a
particular object as ontologically sublime, she suggests that “the true sublime object
can only be a Kantian postulate about our moral being” (2007, p. 385). In other words,
our only other option is to accept Kant’s notion that the sublime overwhelms our
intellectual capacities and reveals an underlying moral condition; therefore, the ‘object’
of the sublime is actually the human condition. Forsey rejects both of these, concluding
that, “The sublime... cannot be an object of experience, but neither can it be a
description of the cognitive failure of a given subject. If it is to deal only with some
feeling or emotive state, it devolves to no theory whatsoever. In the one interpretation,
the sublime can be nothing; in the second, anything; and in the third, it cannot be

theorized at all” (2007, p. 388).
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Responses to Forsey’s assessment have suggested metaphysical imagination as
a way forward in arriving at a coherent theory of the sublime (Brady, 2013; Clewis,
2019b). Indeed, Forsey’s argument may be considered a form of aesthetic eliminativism
as defined by Brady and discussed above. In addition to Hepburn (1996) and Brady’s
(2013) articulation of metaphysical imagination, Clewis also draws on a theory of
imagination and suggests that the sublime is “...primarily... a response to something
perceived rather than thought or conceived” (2019b, p. 341).

Contemporary scholar Sandra Shapshay (2019) has put forth a theory of the
sublime that relies on aesthetics. Shapshay suggests that Forsey’s dilemma can be
solved through a focus on theoretical work in aesthetics. Similar to Brady and Kant
(Brady, 2013), Shapshay suggests a family of aesthetic responses that shifts according to
historical and cultural values. After establishing this framework, she suggests two types
of contemporary sublime responses, the ‘thin’ and the ‘thick.” She states, “..."thick’
sublime response involves reflection on the complexities of relationship between
human beings and the world in which we find ourselves, whereas ‘thin’ sublime
response does not, and consists rather in a bare cognitive appraisal of the object and
immediate affective arousal” (2019, p. 335).

This work by contemporary scholars is promising for efforts to reclaim the
sublime from its problematic history. In particular, Shapshay’s description of ‘thin” and
‘thick’ sublime responses carries similarities to my earlier discussions of Buber’s
description of I-It and I-You relationships. A shift in language can be perceived between
Forsey’s argument—which seems to focus on the metaphysical and epistemological
features of a sublime object—and Shapshay’s argument—which shifts focus from the
particular object to a “reflection on the complexities of relationship” (2019, p. 335).
Similar to Buber, Shapshay acknowledges two different modes of relating to something
other-than-human—one of which is purely cognitive and another which is much more
complex. This latter ‘thick’ response, which | suggest mirrors Buber’s description of the
I-You, is complex in that it involves seemingly contradictory emotions (‘negative
pleasure’) and results in a heightened awareness of the human subject with the sublime
subject. There is an awareness of a space between that is shared by both, influenced by

both, and has the potential to fundamentally change both.
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| argue that, in addition to the appeal to metaphysical imagination and aesthetic
response, both the sublime and I-You encounters can benefit from a metaphysical
paradigm that is rooted in relational ontology. Ontological pluralism that acknowledges
both objects and relations as ontologically primary creates a path for ways of knowing
that arise out of intuition and perception. Where a sublime experience overwhelms our
mental capacities—our cognitive reasoning structures related to the object or
landscape—it may enhance our perception of the relational dimension that exists
between the subject and the sublime object. Relations are not visible and do not
succumb to the kinds of empirical and reductionistic knowing we normally apply to
objects. This relational dimension, however, is epistemologically accessible through
intuition and metaphysical imagination.

| am not suggesting an abandonment of substance-based ontologies. Rather, I'm
suggesting a perspective that embraces ontological pluralism and recognizes the
validity of multiple ontological paradigms. The following chapter will explore relational

ontology in more detail.

4.8 Summary

This chapter has explored the phenomenon of the natural sublime from the
perspective of ancient and modern philosophy, including the literature of the
Romantics. Phenomenological features of the natural sublime include:*?

e Metaphysical transcendence (Brady, 2013; Clewis, 2019b),

e A sense of oneness with the world (Wordsworth, 1974; Schopenhauer, 2019),

e Loss of self-consciousness (Black, 1994; Emerson, 2012),

e Arrising above, release of everyday concerns (Brady, 2012a),

e Avresurgence of self that has been changed by the experience (Kant, 2008;
Brady, 2013),

e A stretching, expansion of mental faculties (Clewis, 2019a, 2019b),

e Temporary (Roberts, 2012, 2018),

12 These features are summarized by Clewis (Clewis, 2019b) and elaborated upon here with additional
suggestions arising from my own analysis.
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e A feeling of participation in the vastness of the other (Wordsworth, 1974;
Clewis, 2019b),

e A connection to identity (Brady, 2013)

e Aresulting sense of humility, which leads to respect and care (Brady, 2013).
Exploring these features revealed the ways in which sublime experiences are connected
to identity and lead to a self-consciousness that has been changed by the experience.
The potential exists for a resulting humility, which encourages the development of
virtues of respect and care. After exploring the role of sublime experiences in OAE, |
argued for a reclamation of the sublime, re-imagined through a lens of relational
ontology. While philosophers have struggled to produce a theory of the sublime, |
suggested metaphysical imagination and relational ontology as a way to relieve the
epistemological worries that have prevented theories from being explored. The next
chapter will further explore relational ontology arising from North American indigenous

philosophy.
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Chapter 5: The Primacy of Relations

In this chapter | suggest that the work of reclaiming the sublime must begin by
re-evaluating western,'? Euro-centric ontologies, which conceive of substances as
ontologically primary and relationships as ontologically derivative. After exploring this
landscape, | argue for the adoption of an ontological structure, informed by the
indigenous concepts of Place-Thought and ideas of (new) materialism that embrace
both substance and relationship in a non-dualistic synergy, recognizes the agency of the
more-than-human world, and opens the door for both sublime experiences and I-You

encounters that are epistemologically accessible.

5.1 The western ontological landscape

While it is outside of the scope of this work to present a thorough rendering of
western ontological thought, it will be helpful to provide a brief (and somewhat
simplistic) overview of some of the primary features that drive ontological thinking in
the Euro-centric west.

Western ontologies tend to focus on substance, that is, what makes up the
nature of a being or an object. In our attempts to explore the nature of existence, the
ideas of the west have encouraged us to think of substance as primary and thus a priori.
Following from this assumption, substances must exist before relationships are formed;
therefore, where substances are primary, relationships are derivative.

In addition to the primacy of substance, western ontologies also suggest a
substance-based dualism as a foundation for ontology. Humans are physical beings—
flesh and blood, dependent upon outside sources for sustenance, with a distinct
beginning and end. We are also cognitive beings—capable of reflective analysis and
multi-layered awareness of both ourselves, the things around us, and our impact and
influence on the things we encounter. Thus, to be human is to be both body and mind,
and these two substances make up our identity and drive our actions and interactions

with the world around us.

13 The word ‘western’ here and following specifically refers to the ideas of the Euro-centric west,
exclusive of Indigenous ideals and philosophy.
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Cartesian dualism is perhaps the clearest example of a substance-based
ontology that reduces the nature of being down to the mental and physical realms.
French philosopher René Descartes claimed that cognitive thought can exist outside of
a physical body, and therefore the reality of cognition is the essence of being human.
This ontological framework that perceives consciousness and identity as a priori leads
to assumptions that humans possess inherent and pre-determined identity and
consciousness. This pairs nicely with theological notions that humans are created by
God with specific purpose and a divinely crafted and unique identity, and also feeds
into notions of teleology and the aforementioned assumption within 17" century
ethical naturalism that to be ‘natural’ is to be ‘good.’

In partial contrast with this are the ideas of existentialism, which claim that
“existence precedes essence.” This claim, famously made by French philosopher Jean-
Paul Sartre, declares that the human body must exist prior to developing any kind of
identity or consciousness. For Sartre, the body is a priori and is filled in with
consciousness and identity. So, while the ideas of Sartre and Descartes differ in their
claims around mind vs. body as a priori, both Cartesian and Existential thought embrace
a mind-body dualism based in substance, and both see the relations between
substances as derivative.'*

Epistemologically, then, our ability to know is also based on substance. To truly
understand something, we must be able to identify its substance and to reduce that
substance into analyzable units that help us conceive of the whole. In the physical
realm (the realm of the body), this is achieved through empiricism and reductionism. In
the cognitive realm of the mind, this is achieved through causal determinism (e.g.
psychological experimentation that identifies behaviours resulting from certain
conditions in a causal relationship).

There is also a resulting ontological-epistemological divide that pervades

western philosophy. Mind-body dualism results in an epistemological framework that

14 While existentialism could be seen as moving towards viewing relations as primary (particularly evident
in the writings of Martin Buber), the challenge in defining and categorizing what we mean by ‘relation’
has proven to be exceedingly difficult for philosophers. For more on this, see Wildman, “An Introduction
to Relational Ontology,” in The Trinity and an Entangled World: Relationality in Physical Science and
Theology.
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separates our perceptions of the world from what constitutes it (Descartes, 1996). This
divide results in an epistemology that requires the one perceiving (human) to be
separate from that which is being perceived (non-human) (Kant, 2008).

In addition to substance-based dualism, western ontologies also suggest that
humans are the only entities that possess agency. That is, only humans have the ability
to act intentionally based on certain mental states such as desires and beliefs. While
non-human entities can be viewed as agents, they do not possess agency. Instead, non-
humans are driven more by instinct and survival and the structures that make up their
substance. In this view, humans are seen to have more advanced cognition that allows
a level of evaluation and reflection related to action. This creates a hierarchical
structure where humans are more advanced and thus ‘above’ the non-human world,
and, by extension, valued more highly.

A western-based ontological lens is problematic for both the natural sublime
and Buber’s notion of I-You encounters. For the former, western ontology challenges an
ability to experience the sublime or discuss sublime experiences due to the nature of
metaphysical transcendence. In essence, substance-based ontologies make the sublime
unknowable, as discussed previously. Similarly, making sense of Buber’s philosophy of
dialogue requires an examination of his metaphysics, specifically his ontology

(Berkovitis, 1962; Wood, 1969).
5.1.1 The Sublime in western ontologies

As previously discussed, experiences with sublime nature highlight the
‘otherness’ of the more-than-human world, often to the exclusion of the observer. The
sublime awakens us to something outside of ourselves, requiring a sort of
disembodiment before consciousness rushes in to make sense of the experience. Part
of what makes the experience sublime is the recognition of the degree of ‘otherness,’ a
realization that the human mind cannot comprehend the entity before her due to its
alterity.

Robert Clewis outlines five characteristics, stemming from western thought, that
contribute to “sublime imagination” —specifically the experience of pleasure that a

sublime experience elicits:
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1. The stretching, expansion, or intense exercise of the mental faculties, above
all the imagination (Aikin, Addison, Priestley).

2. Therising above or release from everyday affairs and concerns (Kant,
Schopenhauer).

3. Asense of oneness with the world or finding a home or place in the universe
(Schopenhauer), including a moral place or calling (Kant).

4. Engagement of the ‘fight, flight, or freeze’ system, from a safe distance
(hence, not inciting actual fear). This promotes a sense of vitality and elicits
associated physiological responses (Kant, Burke).

5. Participation in the power or vastness, not of the world or universe as a
whole, but of the object (Mendelssohn, Wordsworth) (2019b, p. 349).

A common theme that runs throughout these five characteristics is an intense
awareness of ‘the other,” an awareness that impacts cognitive understanding of both
the self and the other. While Clewis focuses on pleasure, there is also a sense of being
uplifted, elevated to a cognitive plane that is not always accessible to the human mind.

Jay Roberts, acknowledging the alterity of sublime wilderness, also discusses the
degree to which sublime experiences are temporary. To illustrate this, Roberts notes
the language used by Emerson in a letter to John Muir,

[T]he solitude of the wilderness is “a sublime mistress but an intolerable wife.”

And here we see the problem. Wilderness and the sublime feelings it evokes are

always temporary—like a visit to a mistress that, while potentially pleasurable,

entails the hard crash back down to the realities of domesticity and the

everyday (2012, p. 44).

While Roberts repeats Roderick Nash’s mistake here and misquotes Emerson,® |
do think that there may be some truth to the notion that sublime ‘feelings’ are often
(though I would not say always) temporary. The elevated cognitive plane that is

accessed through the sublime is by its very nature transcendent. However, | would

15 Emerson’s letter actually reads, “And there are drawbacks also to solitude, who is a sublime mistress,
but an intolerable wife” (Emerson, 1872). Both Nash and Roberts seem to miss that Emerson is referring
to solitude in his letter to Muir, which he mentions several times, not to the ‘wilderness’ itself as the
location of Muir’s solitude.
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argue that sublime experiences have the potential to influence relationships beyond
the isolated experience itself.

Not only are these experiences at times temporary in their effect on the human
psyche, but they are also disconnected from the everyday due to distance. Quoting
again from Roberts, “Thus the most powerful lived experiences happen somewhere
else, not ‘here’”(2012, p. 45).

In addition, sublime experiences are often inaccessible because they do not fit
within western onto-epistemological structures. There is a dissonance between the
experience itself and a western construction of the experience, which naturally focuses
on the object of the sublime as the primary element of the experience. This was
discussed in the previous chapter as it relates to transcendence. If a substance is
perceived as transcendent, it is beyond our capacity to know and therefore inaccessible

to our epistemology.
5.1.2 Buber’s philosophy of dialogue in western ontologies

Martin Buber’s philosophy of dialogue challenges western notions of ontology.
While Buber appears to perpetuate a dualism, rather than a dualism that resides in
substance, Buber’s dualism resides in relation.

Buber was heavily influence by Kant and was a self-described philosophical
anthropologist (Scott, no date). As such, his philosophical enquiry was focused on
unpacking what it means to be human. And, while this question begins for Buber as a
solitary, internal pursuit, it can only be fully realized in the relations between subjects.

In many ways Buber’s philosophy of dialogue suggests a paucity of experience
when the world is viewed from a western ontological lens. Specifically, the I-It mode of
being, as described by Buber, stems from a substance-based ontology and
accompanying epistemology where the ‘I’ seeks to understand the nature of ‘It’ through
detached observation and reduction. Reading Buber’s description of I-It experiences
feels familiar for those of us who have been influenced by Western philosophical
thought. An I-It experience is almost entirely cognitive and one-sided—'l’ contemplating
the substance of ‘It’ and coming to certain instrumental conclusions about its spatial

and temporal characteristics.
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Buber refers to I-It and I-You interchangeably as modes of relation and modes of
existence. These are not just different thought patterns; they are different in their
ontological and epistemological structures. When Buber transitions and begins
describing the I-You mode of being, his language is much more difficult for our western
minds to interpret. This mode recognizes the irreducibility of ‘You.” Where ‘It’ is fixed in
space and time and separate from ‘I, “You’ is in dynamic relation with ‘I’ in a reciprocal
dialogue.

In the first few pages of Buber’s treatise, after establishing the basic word pairs
that illustrate the basic attitudes of humans, Buber states, “Basic words do not state
something that might exist outside them; by being spoken they establish a mode of
existence” (1970, p. 53, emphasis mine). Kaufman notes that in the first edition of the
book, Buber follows this with, “Basic words do not signify things but relations” (1970, p.
53, note 1). From here, Buber discusses a form of metaphysical holism that grounds
itself in relationship.

Substance-based ontologies are by contrast reductionistic in nature, as
discussed earlier. For Descartes, “investigat[ing] the truth of things” consisted first of
reducing the object to its simplest parts, “and then, starting with the intuition of the
simplest ones of all, try to ascend through the same steps to a knowledge of the rest”
(as quoted in Bengson, Cuneo and Shafer-Landau, 2022, p. 16). This process requires
the investigating person to be neutral and distanced from that which is being reduced.

However, Buber’s notion of I-You describes the ways in which ‘You’ is conceived
only through the lens of ‘I’. Or, as he states it, “When one says You, the | of the word
pair I-You is said, too” (Buber, 1970, p. 54). Thus, the metaphysical holism described by
Buber includes the observer. This is not coherent with the onto-epistemology of
western ideals, which seeks knowledge through separation and reduction. The ‘You’ of
the I-You encounter cannot be known through substance-based epistemology; it is
connected metaphysically to the ‘I'.

Our abilities to conceive of both the sublime and I-You encounters gains clarity
when viewed through a lens of relational ontology. While Buber’s work was focused on
an anthropological understanding of the nature of humans and human experience, |
argue that what he actually describes is experience and encounter from the ontological

lens of relationship. This lens, while not completely discarding the existence of
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substance, reveals the nature of humans as being holistically connected to all things
through relationship.

Additionally, the problem of metaphysical transcendence that accompanies
experiences of the sublime can be addressed by applying a relational ontology lens.
Metaphysical transcendence is problematic when the thing that is transcendent is a
substance. To say that a substance is transcendent is to say that it is unknowable. It is
not possible to comprehend through Cartesian methods of understanding, and these
are the methods we employ when we seek to understand substance. When the thing
that is transcendent is relational, however, it becomes epistemically accessible through
experience and intuition.

With the hope of gaining some clarity by applying a different ontological lens, it
will help to unpack the meaning of relational ontology. What follows is not an attempt
to provide a full account or theory of relational ontology, which is beyond the scope of
this project. Rather, my intent is to discuss this ontological lens as it relates to the
phenomenology of the sublime and I-You encounters and to suggest relational ontology

as way to reconcile the metaphysical-epistemological challenges of these phenomena.

5.2 Relational ontology

In contrast to substance-based ontologies, relational ontology argues that
“relations between entities are ontologically more fundamental than the entities
themselves” (Wildman, 2010, p. 55). Western philosophers and theorists have long
struggled to create frameworks for relational ontology, primarily due to the slippery
nature of what we mean by ‘relational’. Relationships in general are notoriously illusive
and not easily distilled to analyzable concepts (Wildman, 2010). This is certainly the
case with human-human relationships. | might refer to someone as a ‘friend’ or
‘acquaintance’ based on how emotionally safe | feel with the other person, how much
time we’ve spent together, or the nature of our shared experiences. And this
perception might not be mutual; | may call someone a ‘friend’, and that person may
refer to me as an ‘acquaintance’. We have a plethora of other ways to categorize
human-human relationships as well—colleague, family, lover, enemy, etc. These
sentiments denote, to some degree, the connection the other has to my own identity.

Identities are fluid, however, always in flux and influenced by society. “Relationality is
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therefore an ongoing creative and recursive process—a moving target—actively
defining and redefining social relationships as well as social beings” (Baltus and Baires,
20183, p. 153).

Despite these difficulties, relational theories and accompanying ontological
paradigm shifts have gained attention recently, particularly in the disciplines of
anthropology and archaeology (Todd, 2016; Baires, 2018). What is being called an
‘ontological turn’, post-structuralist approaches to research in these disciplines
recognize “the activeness and entanglement of human and other-than-human materials
and places” (Baires, 2018, p. viii).

This relational approach within archaeology changes the way substances are
understood--from being static backdrops on the stage of human civilization to instead
being dynamic and reciprocal players in the culture and society of ancient peoples
(Baires, 2018). It also challenges western Cartesian dualities and recognizes the role
both humans and more-than-humans play in constructing reality (Swenson, 2015;
Baires, 2018). Given these dynamics, it has become increasingly more common to draw
parallels between continental philosophy in the areas of phenomenology with
perspectives in relational ontology (Ingold, 2006; Todd, 2016; Baltus and Baires, 2018b).

It is tempting to think of relational ontology as something new—some modern
paradigm that advances our theoretical understanding of reality. Indeed, researchers
have written about an ontological turn within (new) materialism, and there is a
connection with relational ontology. The very notion of this being an ‘ontological turn’
suggests new ways of thinking. However, while it might be new to those of us who have
‘grown up’ philosophically under colonial structures, many theorists have traced
relational ontology to indigenous ways of knowing (Ingold, 2006; Kimmerer, 2013;
Todd, 2016). In my own attempts to reclaim OAE pedagogy from colonial structures, it
would be a mistake to credit western Euro-centric thinking with insights that arise from
relational theories. As Todd has challenged, “[Euro-centric theorists] unconsciously
avoid engaging with contemporary indigenous scholars and thinkers while we engage
instead with eighty year old ethnographic texts or two hundred year old philosophical
tomes” (Todd, 2016, p. 8).

It is my intent, then, to discuss relational ontology that arises out of North

American indigenous scholarship. In doing so, | recognize there are associated risks—
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namely, that of tokenizing and/or misappropriating the intellectual work of indigenous
scholars. In my acknowledgement of these risks, | also acknowledge myself as a white,
Euro-centric female who is unable to fully embody indigenous ontological frameworks
without significant deconstruction and a willingness to question and unravel aspects of
my own identity. And, while | may reference western European scholars, | recognize
that many of them have not acknowledged the significant work of marginalized
populations, including the rigorous body of knowledge produced by Inuit and
indigenous thought leaders on relational ontology. To the degree | have access, | make
every effort in the following discourse to reference the works of these Inuit and
indigenous scholars.

There is additional risk in discussing relationality in generalized, globalized
terms, particularly when it comes to human and more-than-human relations.
Relationality is highly localized and the dynamics change over space and time (Haber,
2009; Baltus, 2018). | am not attempting here to suggest one ontology. Rather, |
acknowledge a plurality of ontologies and multiple ways of perceiving reality. Western
European thought has tended to favor substance-based ontology over alternatives,
which in turn leads to a dualistic either-or approach. What | am suggesting is a both-
and, non-dualistic embracing of multiple perceptions as a way to recognize the

complexities of reality.
5.2.1 Indigenous Place-Thought

As noted earlier, western ontologies only acknowledge humans as possessing
agency. Humans are the actors on the stage; the more-than-human world provides a
backdrop for the unfolding drama of society and culture. According to many theorists,
much of what we perceive regarding the agency of humans and the more-than-human
world can be traced back to our cosmological narratives (Kimmerer, 2013; Watts, 2013).
Kimmerer states, “Like Creation stories everywhere, cosmologies are a source of
identity and orientation to the world. They tell us who we are. We are inevitably shaped
by them no matter how distant they may be from our consciousness” (Kimmerer, 2013,
p. 7). Watts contends strongly that ontological foundations must begin from a
perspective of indigenous cosmology as being founded in truth rather than myth. “The

difference in a Haudenosaunee or Anishnaabe framework is that our cosmological
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frameworks are not an abstraction but rather a literal and animate extension of Sky
Woman’s and First Woman’s thoughts” (2013, p. 22).

The two competing narratives that drive much of western thinking
cosmologically are the Judeo-Christian story of creation and the Darwinian theory of
evolution. While these narratives differ greatly and provide much fodder for
controversy, both propose a version of cosmology that places humans at the top of the
food chain and/or evolutionary process. While the theory of evolution comes closer by
acknowledging the potential for non-human agency, that potential is only realized
through a slow process of mutation and natural selection, based on competition and
survival of the fittest.

By contrast, indigenous “Place-Thought is the non-distinctive space where place
and thought were never separated because they never could or can be separated.
Place-Thought is based upon the premise that land is alive and thinking and that
humans and non-humans derive agency through the extensions of these thoughts”
(Watts, 2013, p. 21). Rooted in indigenous cosmologies, Place-Thought recognizes the
role of Sky Woman as a co-creator, accepting gifts from the non-human entities she
encounters and, in gratitude for these gifts, singing and dancing the world into
existence (Kimmerer, 2013).

When Sky Woman falls from the sky and lies on the back of a turtle, she is not

only able to create land but becomes territory itself. Therefore, Place-Thought is

an extension of her circumstance, desire, and communication with the water
and animals — her agency. Through this communication she is able to become

the basis by which all future societies will be built upon —land (Watts, 2013, p.

23).

Indigenous Place-Thought opens the door for the agency of the more-than-
human world, and also places humans within the world as equal players (Baires, 2018).
Non-human agents play a role in the development of society, are part of that society,
and act as agents in creating and maintaining that society. Phenomenologically, from
the perspective of Place-Thought, humans are no longer the agentic beings who
theorize about the world. Instead, there is opportunity for humans to think with the
more-than-human world and to consider the relational dynamics that make up the

lifeworld of humans and non-humans alike.
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Vanessa Watts says it this way, “Our truth, not only Anishnaabe and
Haudenosaunee people but in a majority of Indigenous societies, conceives that we
(humans) are made from the land; our flesh is literally an extension of soil. The land is
understood to be female: First Woman designates the beginning of the animal world,
the plant world and human beings” (Watts, 2013, p. 27). Stemming from cosmology and
place-narratives, the non-human world plays an integral role in society, sharing in its

creation.
5.2.2 Kincentric ecology

Enrique Salmdn of the Raramuri people of the Sierra Madres region in
Chihuahua, Mexico acknowledges the linguistic poverty of the modern English
language, recognizing that translating certain indigenous concepts related to human
relationships with the more-than-human world is simply not possible (Salmén, 2000).
To address this, Salmdn suggests the language of Kincentric Ecology to recognize the
degree to which, “Indigenous people in North America are aware that life in any
environment is viable only when humans view their surroundings as kin; that their

I”

mutual roles are essential for their survival” (2000, p. 1327). Salmédn discusses the ways
in which this notion, which is meant to mirror the Raramuri concept of iwigara, is
embedded in Raramuri life through ceremonies, rituals, and language that continuously
reinforce the “interconnectedness and integration of all life in the Sierra Madres,
physical and spiritual” (2000, p. 1328).

Salmén’s concept of Kincentric Ecology takes the idea of relationship a step
further by equating human relationships to the natural world with family. For the
Rardmuri, the relationship “is not one of wonder, but of familiarity” (2000, p. 1329). It is
this concept of family, derived in part from their cosmology (the Ramamuri creation
narrative suggests that humans emerged into the world from the ears of corn), that
influences the Ramamuri’s sense of responsibility and obligation to the natural world.

Through these various concepts of indigenous ways of knowing, we can see that
relationship plays a key role in both indigenous thought and identity. Relationships
between entities carry ontological significance and are connected to the identity of
humans and places. These relationships are considered familial, requiring action that

stems from a sense of responsibility and care. While cosmologies across indigenous
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people groups vary, there is a shared belief “that all life shares the same breath. We are

all related to, and play a role in, the complexity of life” (Salmdn, 2000, p. 1328).

5.3 Regenerative reclamation

In previous chapters much of my discourse has been concentrated around
human relationships with the more-than-human world based on the writings of white,
male, Euro-western thinkers—specifically Martin Buber and Immanuel Kant. Here |
acknowledge the philosophical baggage that accompanies the works of many of these
scholars, and also suggest ways in which their ideas can be reclaimed under the
umbrella of relationality and ontological pluralism. | am not suggesting a reclamation
that involves simply applying a label of relational ontology or misappropriating
indigenous theories as some sort of ‘easy fix.” Rather, | recognize a need for the hard
work of dismantling Euro-western colonialism, privilege, and white supremacy that is
often at the heart of these onto-epistemological assumptions.

So, while acknowledging problematic ideology that often lies at the heart of
Euro-western philosophy, I'd also like to suggest that there are nuggets that can be
extracted from these ideals and repurposed within new frameworks. And by ‘new’ |
don’t mean to ignore the many centuries of indigenous narratives and scholarship that
has been conducted around relational ontology. ‘New’ here is instead a new
construction. In a similar vein to dismantling Euro-western dualisms and acknowledging
ontological pluralism, I'd like to suggest that there is a possibility for Euro-western and
indigenous ideas to come together in a synergistic and collaborative way, one that is
honest about historical (and current) violence® that has been enacted on both humans

and the more-than-human but also is solutions-focused and regenerative.

5.4 Summary

To summarize, it is not my intent to suggest a duality of ontologies or a need to

make a complete shift from a substance-based ontology to a relational ontology. I'd

16 This violence includes but is not limited to the forcible removal of Indigenous people from their historic
homelands; the erasure of Indigenous thought, culture, and language through forced assimilation and
genocide; violent extraction techniques, such as clear-cutting and mountaintop removal mining; and
monoculture farming that uses harmful pesticides, herbicides, and GMO'’s.
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rather like to suggest a plurality of ontologies as a framework to ground our
epistemology and our values. We have gained much knowledge as a civilization from
substance-based ontology and reductionistic experimentation—knowledge that has
helped us understand our world in a pragmatic way. However, this knowledge if left to
itself has the potential to result in a manipulation of the features of a substance to
serve human needs and ends. Recognizing relational ontology as an additional lens
through which to view reality helps to ground our values in reciprocity and
responsibility. Acknowledging both substance and relationship as ontologically primary
in a synergistic and dynamic relation opens the door to epistemologically access both
the sublime and I-You encounters. A substance ontology allows us to acknowledge the
individual identities of the relevant features of an encounter as independent and
autonomous, and a relational ontology allows us to conceive of the interaction between

substances and the resulting impact on both entities.
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Part 3: Integration & Application

Over the years, one comes to measure a place, too, not just for the beauty it
may give, the balminess of its breezes, the insouciance and relaxation it
encourages, the sublime pleasures it offers, but for what it teaches. The way
in which it alters our perception of the human. It is not so much that you
want to return to indifferent or difficult places, but that you want to not

forget (Lopez, 1999, pp. 71-72).

This section integrates the theoretical analysis from the previous three chapters
into a conceptual model I'm calling primary encounters. Chapter 6 provides a
comparison of the features of an I-You encounter and a sublime experience and then
suggests ways these two phenomena might combine to produce a primary encounter.
Chapter 7 uses data from autoethnography to both illustrate and test the concept of
primary encounters. Chapter 8 discusses application of the model, suggesting ways
primary encounters might be integrated into OAE pedagogy and how this impacts

perceptions of place and adventure from a relational ontology.
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Chapter 6: Primary Encounters

The previous section hinted at some of the phenomenological similarities (and
differences) between I-You encounters and experiences of the natural sublime. This
chapter serves to integrate experiences of the natural sublime, Buber’s I-You
encounter, and relational ontology to produce a conceptual model I'm calling primary
encounters. This model serves as a way to recognize a certain mode of relating with the
more-than-human world that has the potential to intrinsically drive pro-environmental
behaviours by developing virtues of humility, respect, and care. | begin by summarizing
the phenomenological features of the natural sublime and I-You encounters, suggesting
6 overarching features that these two lived experiences have in common. After
discussing these features and the ways in which they intersect, | describe how they
work together to produce a conceptual model called a primary encounter. | suggest 4
key features of a primary encounter, and then discuss how these manifest themselves
through a lived experience, providing an illustration from environmental literature to
suggest how this concept might play out practically. Finally, | suggest the implications
primary encounters has on human constructions of a sense of place and the use of

adventure in education.

6.1 Integrating sublime experiences and I-You encounters

Chapters 3 & 4 provided a conceptual analysis of Marin Buber’s philosophy of
dialogue and the phenomenon of the sublime in nature. The analysis of Buber’s
philosophy in chapter 3 revealed a relational reciprocity at the core if I-You encounters
and an ontology rooted in metaphysical holism. The quality of relationship that
emerges from an I-You encounter inspires a semiotic construction (construction arising
from meaning) that is not instrumental, resulting in a call to responsibility born out of
love and compassion. Buber’s philosophy centres relations as primary, recognizing the
ways in which a certain mode of relating impacts both knowledge construction and
ethical response. As discussed in chapter 5, this runs contrary to Euro-western

ontologies that view substances as primary.
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Robert Clewis (2019b) summarized the phenomenological features of the
natural sublime that have been described by philosophers from ancient to modern
philosophy, which was discussed in chapter 4. My analysis of the sublime added insights
from contemporary philosophy, including contributions from Emily Brady and Jay
Roberts. Clewis’s summary of the literature highlights the transcendental nature of the
sublime, the changed self, and a sense of oneness with the world that results from
cognitive faculties being overwhelmed. Brady discusses these things and adds a
connection from aesthetics to ethics that begins with humility and leads to a sense of
respect and care. Roberts notes the temporary nature of sublime experiences and
suggests that these experiences typically occur in some distant landscape away from
home.

Chapter 5 explored the role of relational ontology, stemming from indigenous
scholars, as a way to satisfy some of the philosophical problems that exist when
suggesting a theory of the sublime. | suggested metaphysical imagination with a
relationally-oriented ontology as a solution to some of the epistemological worries
these theories invoke and proposed metaphysical imagination as a way to construction
meaning from a relationally-oriented ontology.

These features of I-You encounters and experiences of the natural sublime are
summarized in Table 1 below. Comparing the features reveals several common themes:
metaphysical holism, temporary erasure of space-time boundaries, contribution to
identity, a sense of meaning that is not instrumental, different relationships developing
with the other, and the resulting formation of certain virtues. My suggestion of a new
conceptual model of primary encounters arises out of these common
phenomenological features, which offer insight into a way of relating with the more-
than-human world that has not previously been explored within OAE. Moving towards
this model, a discussion of these commonalities—including the way they slightly

differ—will help to provide the aspects that might make up a primary encounter.
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Table 1: A comparison of the features of the sublime and I-You encounters

Metaphysical - Metaphysically - Metaphysical holism &
holism transcendent (Brady, embodied oneness (Buber,
Clewis) p. 58)
- Sense of oneness with the - Connection to the “Innate
word (Wordsworth, You” (Buber, p. 78-79)
Schopenhauer)

Erasure of space- Temporary (Roberts)

Temporary (Buber, p. 68-

time boundaries - Rising above, release of 69, 84-85)
everyday concerns (Kant) =~ - Unplanned, unexpected
- Loss of self-consciousness (Buber, p. 62)

(Emerson, Thoreau)
Contribution to - Resurgence of self that - Self-consciousness changes
identity has been changed (Kant) to include the other in

holism (Buber, p. 58, 111-

112)
A sense of meaning - Stretching, expansion of - Has no instrumental
that is not mental faculties (Aikin, purpose, is not causal
instrumental Addison, Priestley) (Buber, p. 62, 100)
- Has no instrumental

purpose, is not causal

(implied)
Relationship to the - Participation in the power - Introduces reciprocity
other or vastness of the other (Buber, p. 58, 67)

(Mendelssohn,

Wordsworth)
Resulting Virtues - Humility, respect, and - Love, responsibility

care (Brady) (Buber, 66)
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The features in Table 1 intertwine and are interrelated, making it difficult to
discuss them in isolation from each other. | summarize them below by discussing this

interrelatedness and providing evidence from secondary sources.
6.1.1 Metaphysical holism and identity

Both experiences of the sublime and I-You encounters open awareness to the
metaphysical dimension, which challenges our perceptions of space and time. For
experiences of the sublime, this often comes as a result of being overwhelmed
mentally. Our inability to comprehend the vastness, grandness, and/or power of the
other makes the other feel unknowable, and yet there is also a feeling of being
connected to the other—drawn in—resulting in an awareness of metaphysical holism.
Wordsworth describes it this way, “For whatever suspends the comparing power of the
mind and possesses it with a feeling or image of intense unity, without conscious
contemplation of parts, has produced that state of the mind which is the
consummation of the sublime” (2019, p. 178). Arthur Schopenhauer, in discussing the
differences between the beautiful and the sublime, notes that unique to the sublime is
the feeling of being elevated and aware of something above normal consciousness
(Schopenhauer, 2019). As noted earlier, Hepburn suggests metaphysical imagination as
being part of experiences of the sublime, helping us make sense of something that is
beyond our ability to comprehend (Hepburn, 1996). Metaphysical imagination helps us
to see reality as a whole, recognizing a sense of oneness and connection that exists
beyond the realm of substance.

The concept of identity assumes some level of self-consciousness, an awareness
of our presence in space and time. We’ve seen, however, the ways in which both the
natural sublime and I-You encounters impact our sense of self. In the case of the natural
sublime, | noted earlier some various perspectives related to self-consciousness. For
Thoreau (and Emerson to a degree), engaging with the natural sublime required a sense
of being disembodied as a result of mental and rational faculties being overwhelmed
(Black, 1994). Ralph Black recounts Thoreau’s experience of climbing Mount Katahdin
and his eventual inability to describe the landscape with language or metaphorical

imagery, resorting to simply a cry of “Contact! Contact!” (1994, p. 69). For these
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authors, the effect the sublime had on self-consciousness was a result of, in
Wordsworth’s words, feelings of “intense unity” (2019, p. 180).

Both Schopenhauer and Kant acknowledge the erasure of the self as part of the
experience of the sublime. Schopenhauer describes it this way,

When we lose ourselves in the contemplation of the infinite extent of the world

in space and time... then we feel ourselves reduced to nothing, feel ourselves as

individuals, as living bodies, a transient appearances of the will, like drops in the

ocean, fading away, melting away into nothing (as quoted in Shapshay, 2018).

Robert Clewis references Schopenhauer when he refers to a “sense of oneness
with the world,” and, quoting Schopenhauer, “...we are one with the world, and are
therefore not oppressed but exalted by its immensity” (2019b, p. 349). And so, the
effect upon our self-consciousness is a kind of erasure of boundaries, a metaphysical
unity in which our perceptions of space and time are conceived of with our
environment, sharing the same space and time. Kant connects this to morality as a way
to save ourselves from nihilistic despair, with a sort of call to action.

Buber also references the perception of the self as a unique feature of an I-You
encounter. Rather than a disembodiment, however, Buber describes a new awareness
of self as being with the You. Consider the following:

Similarly, there are innumerable occasions when | is only an indispensable

pronoun, only a necessary abbreviation for “This one there who is speaking.”

But self-consciousness? If one sentence truly intends the You of a relation and

the other one the It of an experience, and if the | in both sentences is thus

intended in truth, do both sentences issue from the same self-consciousness?

The | of the basic word I-You is different from that of the basic word I-It. (Buber,

1970, p. 111).

Buber continues from here with a description of the differences between the ‘I’

in these two different modes of experience. In the I-It mode, he describes the ‘I as an
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‘ego’.)” A few sentences later he elaborates, “Egos appear by setting themselves apart
from other egos. Persons appear by entering into relation to other persons.... The
purpose of setting oneself apart is to experience and use... The purpose of relation is
the relation itself—touching the You” (1970, pp. 111-112).

Whereas discussions of the sublime in Romantic literature and modern
philosophy focus on a disembodied self followed by a re-emergence of self with a new
awareness of self as insignificant and/or vulnerable—a humility in the face of
something immense, powerful, or incomprehensible—Buber’s description of a
transcended self focuses on relation. In the former, the self is absorbed by the
immensity of the other—cast away as insignificant. In the latter, “The person becomes
conscious of himself [sic] as participating in being, as being-with, and thus as a being”
(Buber, 1970, p. 113). The result is a change in identity that includes elements of the
other in reciprocal relationship.

Buber is careful to differentiate his notion of a changed or transcended self with
other, similar notions. He discusses one example from Eastern mysticism and the
doctrine of immersion, where we descend into a lack of consciousness and therefore
enter into a kind of unity. Buber discusses this and notes that one cannot actually live
this way because it leads to annihilation of the ‘I'. By contrast, Buber’s encounter allows
for the ‘I’ and the ‘You’ to retain their respective identities (1970, p. 141).

| argue that, while descriptions of sublime experiences and Buber’s encounter
both reference a kind of metaphysical holism, the phenomenology—the perception—
of this holism is different. In the former case, holism is described as an almost full
erasure of the perception of self. The self, as an autonomous individual, no longer exists

but is absorbed by the whole. In Buber’s account, the self remains autonomous but

recognizes the mutual autonomy of the You. Metaphysical holism for Buber is a

17 Walter Kaufmann, the translator for this particular edition of Buber’s work, includes a lengthy footnote
here on the translation from the German Eigenwesen (1970, p. 111, note 7). Buber was unhappy with the
initial translation, ‘individuality’ as it did not quite get at the meaning he intended. In a note to the
editors, he suggested “egotical being” as something closer to his meaning, but this was ultimately
changed to ‘ego.’ Different than Freud’s meaning of the word ‘ego’, Buber is trying to express an
individual’s perception of self as reflected by an experience or encounter.
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transcended version of both the | and the You—a mutual acknowledgment of the

reciprocal relation that transcends substance.
6.1.2 Erasure of space-time boundaries

The previous discussion around metaphysical holism challenges our perception
of space. We also see ways in which the natural sublime and I-You encounters challenge
our perception of time. The loss or changes in self-consciousness described above imply
a perceived suspension of time.

And so, while there are differences, both the natural sublime and I-You
encounters share an experience of a transcended self and changing perceptions related
to space and time. There is a sense in which both involve an erasure of space-time
boundaries, or our perception of boundaries. For the moment of the encounter, both
subjects acknowledge their shared space and time in a holistic and metaphysical
transcendence.

The erasure of boundaries—particularly as described by experiences of the
sublime—results in a type of existential crisis that can only be temporary or it threatens
to consume our sense of self. As Roberts states, “Sublime experiences are never
constant or ever present—the feelings they evoke are always temporary” (2018, p. 26).
Similarly, Buber also notes the temporary nature of an I-You encounter,

Genuine contemplation never lasts long; the natural being that only now

revealed itself to me in the mystery of reciprocity has again become describable,

analyzable, classifiable—the point at which manifold systems of law intersect.

And even love cannot persist in direct relation; it endures, but only in the

alternation of actuality and latency.... Every You in the world is doomed by its

nature to become a thing or at least to enter into thinghood again and again

(1970, pp. 68—-69).

And yet, for Buber, this is an iterative process. While an encounter may be
momentary, it is also something that can occur “again and again.” In addition, these
encounters are unplanned; they come as a surprise. “The You encounters me by

grace—it cannot be found by seeking” (1970, p. 62).
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6.1.3 Relationship to the other and resulting virtues

Clewis suggests that experiences of the natural sublime have a unique
phenomenological effect on us through a perceived invitation to participate. Citing
Wordsworth and Mendelssohn in confirmation of this phenomenon, Clewis states, “the
pleasure in the sublime comes from sharing in the ‘perfections’ of the object, such as its
magnitude or power. In so doing, we become part of something larger or grander than
ourselves” (2019b, p. 351). Thus, experiences of the sublime are often reflexive in
nature. Brady suggests another source in Hepburn, who states that we are “involved in
the natural situation itself...both actor and spectator, ingredient in the landscape...
playing actively with nature, and letting nature, as it were, play with me and my sense
of self” (as quoted in Brady, 2012b, p. 363).

Brady further connects sublime experiences with the concept of mystery,
leading the observer to an experience of humility and respect. This creates an aesthetic-
moral relationship that has the potential to ignite a sense of responsibility to the
natural environment. “The sublime potentially affords aesthetic responses that throw
up epistemic value too, in which we grasp nature as something that cannot be
appropriated and something that, after all, deserves respect” (2012b, p. 364). In other
words, the sublime highlights the intrinsic value of the natural world, garnering an
attitude of respect. Brady further implies that this respect has the potential to lead
towards care and a virtue-oriented ethic towards the more-than-human world.

Buber also makes these connections, though Buber pushes the relational
boundaries beyond reflexivity to reciprocity. For Buber, this is one of the key features of
an I-You encounter. The nature of the relationship is reciprocal, and this, in turn, leads
to a mutual love (1970).

As mentioned previously, Buber’s work mostly concerns human relationships
with other humans. But in the afterward of his book he addresses some of the nuances
related to encounters with the more-than-human world. Specifically, Buber addresses
how reciprocity is achieved by our interactions with nature. He acknowledges the
guestion: since nature is not able to say “I-You” in the way that a fellow human can,

how do we receive something from the encounter? What is the reciprocity?
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When we interact with the animal kingdom, Buber asserts that animals do have
a rudimentary ability to recognize us as ‘other’ and to respond in that way. He uses the
example of humans having tamed certain animals. While they cannot respond at the
same level as another human, Buber calls the response that they can give to us “the
threshold of mutuality.”

Regarding plants and other parts of nature that are not of the animal kingdom,
Buber’s assertion here is that the reciprocity happens as we enter into the encounter in
authenticity, ready to receive. “We find here not the deed of posture of an individual
being but a reciprocity of being itself—a reciprocity that has nothing except being.”
(173). In other words, the reciprocity that comes from the tree is the fact of the tree’s
existence.

Our habits of thought make it difficult for us to see that in such cases something

is awakened by our attitude and flashes toward us from that which has being.

What matters in this sphere is that we should do justice with an open mind to

the actuality that opens up before us (1970, p. 173).

What he does not address here, using the example of the tree... what do we give
to the tree? We can recognize that there is something to be gained, particularly in a
spiritual sense, from the tree. But what does the tree gain from us? Is it changed?

Perhaps this is where the action comes in. What the tree gains from us is not
something that necessarily happens in that moment, but something that comes much
later as we begin to act on what we perceive is an authentic relationship. What are we
to do with that? An encounter must evolve into an ethic of care and compassion. The
tree receives this over time as the human begins to learn (now moving into an ‘It’
relationship) what the tree needs to thrive. As Buber states, “Love is a responsibility of
an | for a You” (1970, p. 66).

The humility that generates respect and care, the reciprocity of encounter that
leads to love and responsibility, these are reminiscent of indigenous Place-Thought and
Salmén’s discussion of a Kinship Ecology (Salmdén, 2000). Primary encounters are first
material, but they eventually must enter into the realm of meaning and thus be
constructed mentally and socially. The way in which these encounters are constructed
depends on the philosophical plumbing that is in place. From a substance-based

ontology, our tendency is to focus on the thing rather than on the invisible relational
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dynamics that move in between. | argue that shifting our ontological structures and
recognizing these relational dynamics through metaphysical imagination has the

potential to shift both our identity and our values.

6.2 Primary encounters: a conceptual model

The section above placed experiences of the natural sublime side-by-side with I-
You encounters to explore common themes—and recognize some differences—that
exist within these phenomena. Here | move towards a new conceptual model that
synthesizes these features into a phenomenon I’'m calling primary encounters. This
phenomenon inputs features of sublime experiences into Martin Buber’s philosophy of
dialogue to suggest a way of relating with the more-than-human world that stems from
indigenous ontologies based in relationality. The word ‘primary’ is used to acknowledge
the phenomenon as being material, a priori. The word ‘encounter’ summons an I-You

mode-of relating/existence and all that this entails.
6.2.1 The features of a primary encounter

Drawing on the comparison outlined above, | suggest four features that
encapsulate the phenomenon of a primary encounter:
1. An experience of metaphysical holism, which includes;
2. Atemporary and unexpected erasure of space-time boundaries, which leads
to;
3. An adoption of relational reciprocity which:
o Recognizes the agency of the other and,
o Embraces a piece of shared identity with the other;
4. Resulting in virtues of humility, respect, and care that inspires behaviours
stemming from a sense of responsibility for the other.
These features interact as part of a phenomenological process, which is further outlined
below.
One key overarching meta-feature that encompasses the others is the non-
instrumental nature of the encounter. The experience of a primary encounter is not
something that can be sought after for the purpose of utility or instrumental value.

Rather, it happens unexpectedly, is not causally determined, resulting in constitutive
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value. As Simon James has argued, “some natural entities have value for us on account

of the fact that they are parts of certain meaningful wholes” (2019, p. 12). In the case of

a primary encounter, our experience of metaphysical holism constitutes valuation of

the more-than-human world, which is experienced intrinsically. The meaning associated

with a primary encounter, then, does not come from utility or causality. It is inherent

within the encounter itself, a semiosis that communicates agency and intrinsic value.

6.2.2 The process of a primary encounter

Having identified phenomenological features of a primary encounter, | now

suggest a conceptual model for how these features might play out as a process (Figure

2).
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Figure 2: Primary encounter as a process
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Stage 1 represents what we might consider to be a “normal” mode of relating to

the more-than-human world, an I-It mode of relating. Metaphysically, humans interact

with their environment in ways that acknowledge a difference in how other objects®®

within the environment relate to space and time. While our interactions may involve

sharing the same general location at the same general time, there are certain

boundaries at play. For example, if | sit next to a tree to eat my lunch, | have a

18 I’m using the word ‘object’ here for clarity of reading, but | recognize that earlier acknowledgements of
the agency of elements within the more-than-human world challenge the use of this word. Whereas
‘subject’ might be more appropriate, the text will reveal the ways in which an object becomes subject
through a primary encounter.
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subconscious awareness of the tree’s presence, but | recognize the tree as being
bounded by the features of its substance. | perceive the tree as other, having its own
spatial boundaries as | have mine.

| am also subconsciously aware that the tree exists in a different state of time.
My perception of time is impacted by the past, the present, and my assumptions about
the future. The past and future continually intermingle to influence the present. For
instance, I’'m currently thinking that | will soon go for a walk. This assumption impacts
the amount of attention | give to the present moment. We do not know how a tree
perceives time, or if it perceives time at all.

Having separate space/time boundaries allows for I-It modes of relating,
recognizing the other as ‘object’. | can analyse the tree, measure it, reduce it to smaller
parts to better understand the whole. | can do this objectively because | am a separate

entity, with my own (different) space and time.

Moment of surprise

Primary encounters are unplanned occurrences. When they happen, they are
often unexpected. The initial feature of a primary encounter involves a feeling of being
overwhelmed. My mental faculties are unable to conceive of the vastness before me; |

cannot make sense cognitively of what | am experiencing phenomenologically.

Stage 2

In stage 2 the unexpected feeling of being mentally overwhelmed leads me into
a state where my previous perception of space/time boundaries is suspended. | become
aware of something that connects me with the other—that which Buber referred to as
‘the Innate You’ (1970), the Hasidic Jews refer to as ‘Shekinah’ (Blenkinsop, 2005), and
the Inuit refer to as ‘Sila,” the breath that connects life (Todd, 2016). | suggest that part
of what is happening during this stage is a temporary acknowledgement of relations as
primary. The erasure of space/time boundaries represents a willingness to briefly let go
of the primacy of substance. Multiple ontologies are at play as my normal perceptions
of space and time are challenged.

The experience of metaphysical holism and the erasure of space/time

boundaries are mutually dependent. In stage two, the curtain of boundaries is
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momentarily pulled back to unite both subjects!® in holism. There is a new awareness of

the relations between the | and the You, working in harmony with substance.

A changed self

The experience in stage 2 changes the meanings | ascribe to the entities
involved in the encounter. As discussed previously and outlined in Raffan’s research
(21993), the meanings we ascribe to things are connected to our identity. The primary
encounter produces a constitutive valuing of the other (part of a meaningful whole),
resulting in a sense of meaning that is semiotic and not connected to utility. When we
give something meaning from an I-You perspective, we recognize that entity as
contributing to our overall sense of self. The meaning connects person and place in a
piece of shared identity. Humility and respect intermingle to move us towards a stance

of empathy and care.

Stage 3

Primary encounters are temporary. | cannot remain in a state of metaphysical
holism without completely losing myself in the process—my metaphysical boundaries
and individuality. In Buber’s words, it would “consume us” (1970, pp. 84-85). As
described previously, Buber is careful to acknowledge that an encounter does not
require a full loss of self-consciousness. However, the encounter does change us. The
awareness of relational ontology, of metaphysical holism, and the connection to
identity leads to a reciprocity. Primary encounters help us to become aware of the
reciprocal nature of relations, and the effects that all entities have on one another. The
experience of humility and respect in light of the encounter further develop virtues of
love and care, which leads to a sense of responsibility.

Stage 3 represents this changed self and an awareness of the relations that
transcend the boundaries of substance. Primary encounters, acknowledged and
welcomed as such, change us in ways that result in new ontological postures. While our
perceptions of space and time return to understanding ourselves as distinct substances,
we have a new awareness of the relational dynamics that pulse under the surface of

substance, uniting us in reciprocity with place and the more-than-human world.

19 Here | acknowledge that what was an ‘object’ in my realm of perception is now recognized as a
‘subject’, having agency.
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6.3 lllustrating a primary encounter

Annie Dillard’s essay “Living Like Weasels” provides a vivid illustration of the
movement from stage one and into stage two outlined in this process of primary
encounter. | offer a lengthy quote from the essay below, which will then be analysed
from the conceptual model just defined:

| startled a weasel who startled me, and we exchanged a long glance....The

weasel was stunned into stillness as he was emerging from beneath an

enormous shaggy wild-rose bush four feet away. | was stunned into stillness,
twisted backward on the tree trunk. Our eyes locked, and someone threw away
the key. Our look was as if two lovers, or deadly enemies, met unexpectedly on
an overgrown path when each had been thinking of something else: a clearing
blow to the gut. It was also a bright blow to the brain, or a sudden beating of
brains, with all the charge and intimate grate of rubbed balloons. It emptied our
lungs. It felled the forest, moved the fields, and drained the pond; the world
dismantled and tumbled into that black hole of eyes.... He disappeared. This was
only last week, and already | don’t remember what shattered the enchantment.
| think | blinked, | think | retrieved my brain from the weasel’s brain, and tried to
memorize what | was seeing, and the weasel felt the yank of separation, the
careening splashdown into real life and the urgent current of instinct. He
vanished under the wild rose. | waited motionless, my mind suddenly full of data

and my spirit with pleadings, but he didn’t return (1982, pp. 66—68).

Dillard first describes the initial moment of surprise, “I startled a weasel who
startled me.” In this example, both the | and the You are surprised simultaneously and
succumb temporarily to a state of paralysis. Dillard rather poetically describes the
sensation of her loss of mental faculties and metaphysical holism, “...it emptied our
lungs. It felled the forest, moved the fields, and drained the pond....” The visual here
erases substances, centring the relational dynamic between Dillard and the weasel as
the dominating feature of the landscape. This relational dynamic is described vividly as
“a bright blow to the brain... with all the charge and intimate grate of rubbed balloons.”

Further in the essay, Dillard offers another description that hints at

metaphysical holism and the erasure of space/time boundaries, “I tell you I’'ve been in

103



that weasel’s brain for sixty seconds, and he was in mine. Brains are private places,
muttering through unique and secret tapes—but the weasel and | both plugged into
another tape simultaneously, for a sweet and shocking time” (1982, p. 67).

Dillard describes the encounter as temporary, ending when Dillard attempts to
make cognitive sense of what is happening (“...I retrieved my brain from the weasel’s
brain, and tried to memorize what | was seeing...”). Through this attempt to cognize
what was happening, the I-You encounter morphed into an I-It experience, “shatter[ing]
the enchantment” and centring both Dillard and the weasel into the normal, substance-
based boundaries of space and time.

Dillard describes the ways in which this encounter with the weasel led her to
learn about how weasels live—what drives them instinctually. She also seems to ascribe
agency to the weasel, calling the weasel ‘him’ rather than ‘It’ and suggesting that the
weasel was just as involved in the encounter—mentally and emotionally—as Dillard
herself. There is a kind of reciprocity evident here, and while it’s not written about in
detail in this essay, Dillard’s writing in general demonstrates a deep humility and

respect for the more-than-human world.

6.4 Primary encounters in the context of outdoor adventure education

While the concept of primary encounters has the potential to impact many
spheres of human experience, my intent in this thesis is to address the phenomenon
within the context of outdoor adventure education. In chapter 2 | suggested that the
onto-epistemological assumptions and historical/cultural influences that guided the
development of OAE resulted in an adversarial relationship between humans and the
more-than-human world. After exploring these foundations, | discussed the ways in
which humans construct a sense of place, referencing the research of anthropologists,
geographers, and eco-psychologists. This discussion resulted in conclusions that we
construct a sense of place through the meanings we attribute to place and the ways we
perceive place as connecting to our identity.

Returning to some of these concepts, | argue here that the phenomenon of
primary encounters, within the context of outdoor adventure education, enables a new
construction of place that allows the more-than-human world to play a role in these

constructions.
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6.4.1 Constructions of place through primary encounters

Raffan’s research, discussed in chapter 2, concludes that human conflicts over
land do not stem from how land ought to be used, but instead what land means (1993).
His ethnographic study revealed differences in place constructions resulting from the
ways in which different human cultures interact with the land. Raffan explored the
connections to place from the perspective of three different cultures within the Thelon
Game Sanctuary: the Caribou Inuit of Qamanittuaq, the Chipewyan Dene of Lutsel K’e,
and Euro-Canadians. Summarizing what he labeled a ‘numinous’ connection to the land,
Raffan states,

In the most profound bonds to place | encountered—and these were

encountered in all three cultural groups—there was an at times overwhelming

sense of inadequacy in words alone to convey the essential nature of what
people were trying to convey. Numinous connections to place were all that is
awe-inspiring, all that transcends the rational, all that touches the heart more
than the mind, all that goes beyond names, stories, and experiences yet still

plays a significant role in the bond that links people and places (1993, p. 44).

Raffan’s research, using ethnography, arrives at this numinous connection by
highlighting themes that convey a spiritual connection or experience of transcendence.
As noted above, many of these were expressed symbolically (through songs, poems,
rituals, etc) due to the inadequacy of words to describe these kinds of connections.

In the preceding chapters, similar themes have emerged in my development of
primary encounters. In chapter 3, | acknowledged Buber’s use of poetic language and
word-play to describe a relational dimension that traditional language is unable to
adequately communicate. In chapter 4, | discussed the philosophical tension that exists
when trying to theorize about the sublime; something that is determined to be
‘transcendent’ cannot be known epistemologically since it extends the boundaries of
mental capacity. Further, | experienced the inadequacy of words myself through

exploring my own relationships with place (explored more in the following chapter).2°

20 This limitation of language is also referenced in chapter 10 related to the pilot study | conducted in
2019.
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Where Raffan identified a particular type of connection he called numinous
(along with three others), I've taken this a step further by outlining the
phenomenological features that constitute this kind of connection and how these
features work together through a process. Raffan notes numinous connections being
some of the strongest bonds to place and that these strong bonds constitute “an
existential definition of self” (1993, p. 45). Reinforcing Raffan’s research, the concept of
primary encounters reveals the ways in which place becomes part of the self through
metaphysical holism and relationality. Through primary encounters, sense of place goes

further than being in place to suggest being with place, part of place.
6.4.2 The role of adventure in primary encounters

In chapter 2, | provided a brief historical account detailing the emergence of
outdoor adventure as an educational tool. This survey highlighted the use of adventure
in developing personal and social growth and addressing various ‘social ills’ identified in
the early 1900s. | argued that OAE was founded upon adversarial relationships with the
more-than-human world, stemming from a highly militaristic construction of
relationship that pitted humans against nature in an attempt to provide a ‘moral
equivalent to war.’

This accounting of OAE naturally leads to questioning the value of utilising
adventure for educational purposes. Perhaps adventure should be abandoned
altogether in favor of educational pedagogies that address ecological relationships,
such as environmental education and ecotourism (Gilbertson et al., 2022). While such
arguments have merit, | suggest that this approach is shortsighted. The problem is not
in adventure itself; rather, it’s a result of our ontological structures which drive
epistemological application.

| argue instead for a re-imagining of adventure as an educational tool. Adopting
new ontologies helps to reframe adventure by breaking down dualisms and hierarchical
relationships between humans and the more-than-human world. Further, there are
qualities inherent in adventure that have potential to initiate a primary encounter. For
example, one aspect inherent in adventure is the role of uncertainty. Adventure does
not guarantee a certain outcome, and those who willingly engage in adventure adopt

this mindset of uncertainty. This openness to various outcomes relinquishes a measure

106



of control to the environment in which the adventure unfolds, allowing the
environment to play a larger role in the experience. Such an openness provides an
initial step in acknowledging the other(s) and entering into metaphysical holism, and
embracing uncertainty allows space for surprise encounters to interrupt the experience.
| will unpack this more in chapters 7 & 8, but for now it’s worth noting that, with
new ontological postures, adventure has the potential to shed problematic relational
constructions and create new relational constructions through the concept of primary

encounters.

6.5 Summary

This chapter has synthesized the analysis from the previous three chapters into
a new conceptual model, primary encounters, suggesting a particular mode of relating
that is possible on a material level. | suggest 4 features of a primary encounter which
follow a three-stage process, impacting personal identity in ways that lead to relational
reciprocity and virtues of humility, respect, and care. An essay from Annie Dillard
illustrates the process and provides a practical application of the model. The
implications for sense of place constructions and OAE pedagogy were also explored. In
the following chapter | use autoethnographic data to further illustrate and test the

concept of primary encounters.
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Chapter 7: Examples from Autoethnography

In the introduction, | provided a vignette detailing what | would consider to be a
primary encounter with a corner lot in Northern California. In order to both illustrate
and test the idea of a primary encounter—how this might manifest itself, under what
conditions, etc—the aim of this chapter is to explore encounters from my own
experiences and then to reflexively analyse them through the framework just
presented. Given that the notion of a primary encounter suggests the phenomenon is
initially material (something that occurs to us without constructs), if this concept is
worthy of attention we need to learn how to recognize what’s happening. And upon
recognition, we need to learn what this means and how it might change our
relationships with the more-than-human world in ways that cultivate mutual
flourishing. The following discussion highlights the conditions that contribute to primary

encounter occurrences, leading towards potential pedagogical application.

7.1 Three vignettes

Through the process of analysing the data from autoethnography (see chapter
10 for more on the methodology this entailed), | identified themes that were
representative of the features of a primary encounter. Here | offer those themes by
way of three vignettes, each describing a relational encounter with a different part of
the more-than-human world—The Oak, The River, and The Sky. After describing the
phenomena as | experienced them, | discuss the conditions that contributed to these
encounters and analyse each vignette through the lens of the conceptual model to
determine whether or not these experiences from my own past might be considered

primary encounters.
7.1.1 The Oak

It started in 2012, the year | moved into the loft apartment on the corner of
Sweetwater Lane. | was attracted to the place because of its solitude and because of
the Oak. The massive tree—was it a blue oak, or a valley oak? | never knew—framed
the building, its branches towering over the small deck of the 2" story apartment. It

commanded attention, and so | began my morning routine—waking with at least an
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hour to spare, making my coffee, and sitting under the branches of the Oak. With no
agenda, | simply gave her what | thought she?! asked for—attention.

| did this for almost five years. At times | journaled, marking the changing of the
seasons, as | did on March 15, 2015, “The brown of a week ago has transformed into a
field of blue & yellow. Tiny wildflowers color the otherwise drab landscape, painting
life, painting hope. The orange trees have begun to blossom. All around there are
pictures of life renewed, life reborn out of the dark of winter” (Personal Journal). But
mostly | simply absorbed my surroundings, watching the morning unfold, and taking in
the life and energy that seemed to radiate from the Oak. For those few moments, life
slowed down. My daily agendas vanished, and nothing mattered except being present
in the moment.

The Oak connected me to others—the scrub jay, looking for peanuts; the
titmouse, who preferred sunflower seeds; the squirrel, taunting me from high
branches; the ants, following a trail of pheromones; and the ever-present Anna’s
hummingbird with his raspy mating call. For years | sat under her branches almost daily,
with rare exceptions due to weather events, and watched life unfold amidst her
branches.

| recall the day | decided to hang a bird feeder from the lowest of her branches
where | would be able to see it from my kitchen window. Walking around her trunk it
became painfully obvious that | would not be able to climb her. The Oak’s bark was
furrowed but smooth, with no options for footholds. Determined to hang my feeder, |
rifled through my rock climbing gear and devised a solution using a rope, my ascenders,
and a belay device. For the span of 15-20 minutes, the Oak held me, suspended from
my rope and harness, as | attached a small eye bolt and a pulley. | remember having the

distinct feeling that she approved of this, providing the migrating birds with food on

21 pronouns have become linguistic tools that extend beyond simple grammatical function. The use of a
subjective pronoun (he/she/they) is an indication of agency, as evidenced by Buber’s linguistic use of I-It
vs. I-You. In the English language, pronouns also historically reference gender. My use of the pronouns
‘she/her/hers’ in reference to subjects of the more-than-human world is not meant to indicate gender. In
the context of the more-than-human world, ‘She/her/hers’ can be read as agentic and non-gendered. An
argument could be made for the use of ‘they/their’ as being more non-gendered. Because of the
grammatical challenges these words present, | have chosen instead to use ‘she/her/hers’ pronouns for
ease of reading.
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their way through while she offered them much needed shelter. Together, we were
offering a gift to these traveling creatures, sharing in the mutual joy of giving.

The Oak introduced me to neighbours | may never have known otherwise. And |
sought to participate in the hospitality she provided—the shade, the rest, the food.
Together we embraced the life of that small oak savannah. The morning the Oak fell, |
was so grief-stricken | couldn’t journal about it. All | have from that day are my
memories, which are vivid. It felt like the entire ecosystem shook, the way that the
ground shook when she fell. It was as if we all experienced the same sense of loss, and
a collective grief settled on the corner lot at Sweetwater Lane.

Recently, | witnessed the loss of another tree, the victim of a vicious winter
storm that wreaked havoc on holiday travel across the United States. The storm hit my
part of the world with what felt like a vengeful violence, accompanied by strong winds
and the most extreme drop in temperature | have ever witnessed. One of the lodgepole
pines that stood tall next to my house did not survive this event. | came home to find it
lying in the snow, having narrowly missed taking down three other trees.

While this loss of a member of my community saddened me, it did not strike me
with the same measure of grief as the loss of the Oak. | did not have the same
relationship with this Lodgepole; she was not my friend. Perhaps she could be
considered an acquaintance, one with whom | occasionally interacted. But | never sat
under her branches, never participated in the community she cultivated. Contemplating
this relational difference led me to wonder why. What makes one tree a friend and
another just an acquaintance? Are they not from the same biological kingdom, though
different species? Do they not perform similar functions within their respective
ecosystems?

I am reminded of Simon James's critique of a causal-instrumentalist valuation of
the more-than-human world (James, 2019). The Oak’s value to me was not causal.
While she did play a key role in the ecosystem of that particular patch of California
chaparral, my friendship with the Oak did not rest in her purpose or usefulness to me.
In fact, the Oak (as well as the Lodgepole) could arguably be more useful to me in her
deceased form. Indeed, both of these trees met the same post-mortem fate—hundreds

of years’ worth of the sun’s energy translating into BTU’s, keeping families warm on
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cold winter nights. Knowing this, however, would not have stemmed the tide of my

tears at the Oak’s passing.

Reflexive analysis

As | explored the memories and writings related to this time with the Oak, the
data revealed three factors that led to the quality of relationship | developed with this
tree: aesthetics, observation, and time. Her aesthetic beauty struck me almost
immediately. There were aspects of sublimity at play—awe mixed with some
mathematical dissonance related to her immensity of size and age. Metaphysical
imagination played a role here as | often contemplated her life, all the things she must
have witnessed—the generations of children who played in her branches, the
multitudes of birds and other creatures that took shelter in her crown over the years.
There was an embodied nature to this aesthetic experience as well. My front porch was
enmeshed in the Oak’s branches, giving me the sensation of living amongst her other
residents. The Oak provided my porch with coveted shade, but | had the sense that she
sheltered me in other ways as well.

There was also a degree of intense observation that contributed to my
friendship with the Oak, coupled with time. Given that | often sat before her with no
agenda, | spent my time observing—the cracks in her bark, the shape of her branches,
the abandoned woodpecker’s nest that provided a home for starlings, the path the ants
would take up her trunk, which leaves would turn first in the fall. Often | would lose
track of time as | sat before the Oak, and a sort of embodied encounter would occur. |
did not lose my sense of consciousness, but | became aware of the Oak as being
present, with me, almost as if she acknowledged my presence in the same way |
acknowledged hers. There was an autonomy, a sentience, emanating from her
heartwood. We acknowledged one another, recognizing a shared space and time and
momentarily transcending our respective self-interests. As Buber describes, this was an
iterative experience—one that happened over and over but was not always present.

Through these reflections of my relationship with the Oak, | can see evidence of
all 4 of the features of a primary encounter. There was a transcendence and relational
reciprocity, shared and recognized autonomy, and a recognition of metaphysical holism

that included me and the surrounding ecosystem. At times | felt the erasure of
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space/time boundaries, which was often experienced as “pure presence” (Buber, 1970,
p. 85). | often felt humble in the presence of the Oak, aware of her immense age and
central role within the chaparral ecosystem. There were times of intense emotions as |
sat and watched life happen around and between us. And | felt a strong sense of
respect and care for this tree, evidenced by my emotion at her passing.

| cannot say the same of the Lodgepole. While she had a measure of aesthetic
beauty, | did not experience the same sense of humility or awe in her presence. And,
partly due to the location of this particular Lodgepole, | did not spend the same amount
or quality of time with her. She was there, part of my community, but that was the
extent of my awareness. | did not feel her autonomy or sentience. | did feel a sense of
respect and care for the Lodgepole, but it was the same measure of respect | would
extend to any member of the ecosystem.

This example of a primary encounter with a specific member of an ecosystem
illustrates the roles time, observation, and aesthetics played in the development of
relational reciprocity and transcendence. The following example transitions from
considering a single biological member of the community towards a focus on a more
dynamic entity. A river is not technically a defined, single biological entity. While it
contains the substance of water, it is defined by movement and is more physical than
biological. The water combined with movement makes a river fluid and dynamic. This

vignette will illustrate the role of embodiment and significance of metaphysical holism.
7.1.2 The River

In 2001 | embarked on an educational journey that took place in the
Northwoods of Wisconsin, northern Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, Texas, and Mexico.
The journey was both physical and ideological. Physically, my fellow learners and |
travelled through snow on snowshoes and skis, across desert landscapes on foot, and
down the Rio Grande River by canoe. Ideologically, we journeyed from one educational
paradigm based on standardization and teacher-centric learning to one that was open,
free, and engaging.

Our first month together consisted of a winter camping trip that included a
short expedition (5 days) on snowshoes followed by a longer expedition (14 days) on

backcountry Nordic skis. This was my second experience camping in the winter (my first
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was only two nights). Memories of this experience (validated by my journal entries)
mostly involve being constantly cold, working myself to near exhaustion, and struggling
to survive in extremely harsh conditions. There were also moments of beauty (mostly
related to the sky... discussed more in the following section) and laughter, though these
are less prominent memories.

The month that followed the winter experience was starkly different as we
travelled to Big Bend National Park in the southwestern corner of Texas. We spent 5
days backpacking through the Chisos mountains followed by two weeks canoeing down
the Rio Grande River and another week in Mexico exploring a different culture. The
contrast between the cold, winter climate of the Northwoods and the arid, dry desert
of southwest Texas worked to open doors of curiosity and discovery. Our time on the
river stands out in my mind as particularly unique and transformational.

| vividly recall our first day. Having been a flatwater canoeing instructor at a
camp along with one previous experience canoeing on the Buffalo River in Arkansas, |
began the journey with a decent amount of hubris. | mistakenly thought | already knew
how to navigate a canoe through moving water, but the River quickly showed me that |
did not. As the stern paddler that day, it was my job (or so | thought) to steer the canoe.
My attempts at steering caused us to zig-zag and constantly get our craft stuck
underneath sweepers along the shore. My partner for the day became increasingly
frustrated, and we were the slowest in the group due to my inability to hold a straight
line.

At the end of that day, my pride was shattered. The following day our instructor
gave us some paddling lessons, and | learned how moving water changes the effects of
friction on the boat, where the boat wants to pivot, and how the bow and stern paddler
need to work together to steer. We learned some new paddling strokes as well. | also
clearly remember our instructor saying, “the only way to approach a river is on your
knees, in humility.” This was both figurative and literal. Paddling on our knees became
important to lowering our centre of gravity through rapids and thus preventing a
swamp, but we also learned the importance of humility—recognizing the river as a
dynamic and living force that can quickly overpower humanity’s frail attempts to ride

along its surface.
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Our journey down the Rio provided many moments of great joy. | remember
one day that felt especially exhilarating as my paddling partner and | sought out the
fastest currents, testing our ability to manoeuvre the boat successfully through more
challenging water. The River helped us to hone our skills, and also introduced us to the
joy of the dance.

There were also times of fear and trepidation. One day in particular, as evening
and impending darkness was closing in, two of our members found themselves stuck on
a rock at the top of a rapid that was too violent for our skill level. We had determined
to portage the rapid, but this boat missed the eddy at our takeout. In their attempts to
avoid the rapid, their boat became pinned, and a rescue ensued. Catastrophe was
avoided thanks to a successful rescue, but the event left us shaken. The River reminded
us of her power that day, and we renewed our commitment of humility and respect.

At the end of the paddling journey, our group articulated a shared sense of
sadness over leaving the River, who had become a friend during those two weeks. We
each felt a need to say goodbye, to have some sense of closure, and to recognize the
relationship that had developed through our experience. After the last of the boats had
been carried up the hill, | remember returning to the bank, alone, and bidding farewell
to my new friend, thanking her for allowing us to travel along her surface. It was a

surreal moment, poignant in my memories.

Reflexive analysis

| kept a meticulous journal throughout these 6 months of living under the stars,
recording a daily log of our experiences and my thoughts and reflections related to our
adventures. Our group also kept a group journal—one that we each took turns
contributing to and reading aloud at the end of each day as a ritual of shared
experience. These writings, along with a timeline memory writing exercise | engaged in
to recognize the way memory shifts our perceptions of experiences, make up the
autoethnographic data I've analysed to explore the phenomenon of a primary
encounter.

The autoethnographic data uncovered a phenomenological difference between
land-based and water-based outdoor adventure experiences. The following passage,

taken from my timeline memory writing exercise, illustrates the difference:
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There was something different and unique about the more-than-human world,
something that wasn’t part of other experiences. | felt it most on river trips.
Without fail, the river became my friend. It caressed me as it carried me along,

even though at any moment it could smash me against the rocks. | learned a

sort of dance with the river, an understanding. There was a constant flow of

power, and by seeking to understand that flow, to work with it and not against
it, we danced. It gave me sustenance, eased my burden. What did | give in

return? (Timeline Memory, 7 November, 2020).

Land-based experiences are much more static than those that navigate across
waterways. Phenomenologically, a deeper level of embodiment exists when a paddler
surrenders a measure of control to the current or the tides. This embodiment demands
a physical reciprocity, described above as a ‘dance’. Whereas on a hike | don’t generally
need to concern myself with how the ground is moving beneath my feet
(acknowledging that there can be a measure of movement when walking across sand,
loose rock, or in deep snow); on a river there is a constant awareness of the current and
how it is affecting my craft. | make continuous adjustments based on this feedback from
the river, and this forces a constant acknowledgment of the other, even if it is not
always conscious.

Learning to navigate a river is often articulated as learning to ‘read the water’'—
understanding the language of currents, eddies, waves, etc. It could be conceived that a
river tells a kind of story that changes constantly based on how much water is flowing,
what’s happening under the surface, new rockslides, snowmelt, etc. A river has its own
language, a way to communicate these changes which are often subtle. In order to
successfully navigate a river, | must learn this language and understand the story the
river is communicating.

Additionally, navigating a river successfully requires a level of respect and
humility. The current not only moves me, it also generates power. Awareness and
respect of this power contributes to a sublime experience that includes both perceived
and actual fear and results in (demands?) a measure of humility. Paddlers are keenly
aware that failure to remain humble can result in hubris, where the power of the river
is forgotten in lieu of overconfidence in one’s own power and ability. (This often ends

poorly for the paddler).
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| should mention here that there is an alternative way some people approach
the power of a river, one that does not involve humility. Stemming from fear (as alluded
to earlier) and a more hierarchical, ‘humans-against-nature’ mindset, this approach
involves a desire to conquer, to exercise physical prowess and mental acuity against the
river in a spirit of competition. I've witnessed this approach through various
interactions with raft guiding and kayaking communities, hearing paddlers talk about
their river experiences in language that reveals this competition mindset. The language
of conquering a river or achieving a ‘first descent’ exposes echoes of William James’s
“Moral Equivalent to War” and early Outward Bound and Boy Scout aims.

What made my experience different? In my case, | would suggest that my
instructor encouraged and modelled an approach to the River stemming from a posture
of humility. | will discuss this more in the following chapter but suffice to say here that
navigating a river doesn’t automatically result in a primary encounter or an
acknowledgement of relations.

In the instance of a primary encounter, the embodied recognition of the other—
in this case, the River—leads to a transcended self who is keenly aware (indeed, she
must be keenly aware in order to avoid catastrophe) of the elemental relational
dynamics at play. While this doesn’t automatically produce an I-You encounter, it
provides a platform from which an I-You encounter is possible. Recognition, even
subconscious, is a first step. As the recognition deepens and finds its way into conscious
thought, there is an opportunity to develop an awareness of the river as a powerful and
autonomous force—one that both affects and is affected by its surrounding ecosystem.
The reciprocal nature of this ecological relationship opens the door to encounter, as
self-consciousness is exchanged for awareness of metaphysical holism. Physical
reciprocity transcends holistically to relational reciprocity.

Similar to the description of primary encounter with the Oak, in my own
experiences with rivers the shift from physical reciprocity to an I-You encounter
happens as a result of this awareness. The interplay with the elements often takes place
within the subconscious. But when this transitions to conscious thought via awareness,
the mind can acknowledge the dance that is happening and the significance of the

relational dynamics that make the dance possible. The mutual recognition of the power
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and autonomy of the other produces emotions related to respect, humility, and
compassion.

While the above passage focuses specifically on The River, | believe there are
comparative attributes that could apply to other embodied and elemental experiences.
Eric Brymer makes similar relational connections in reference to the fear experienced
by BASE jumpers, “Fear is considered a friend; an emotion that keeps them alive; a
warning voice that needs to be listened to but that shouldn’t be a barrier to
performance. Steering into the fear, when appropriate, opens the door to a range of
extraordinary experiences” (2012).22

Both water-based experiences and BASE jumping share a similar embodied
connection to the elements. In the case of The River, navigating waterways successfully
requires a certain amount of surrender to the movement of the current. While some
control is maintained to prevent dangerous entrapments, a paddler seeks a balance
between surrender and control.

Similarly, BASE jumpers experience an embodied connection with the wind,
which involves a more complete surrender followed by an assertive reclamation of
some control when the parachute is deployed. | imagine that comparable embodied
connections to elements could be revealed through other outdoor adventure activities
such as windsurfing, hang gliding, and surfing.

The primary encounter with the River illustrates the role that embodiment plays
in leading towards an experience of metaphysical holism. Embodiment with the
elements—moving water, wind—seems to require the relinquishing of a measure of
control, which forces acknowledgement of the other. When approached from a posture
of humility, this acknowledgement has the potential to lead to a primary encounter. In
this case, the encounter arises out of a relational ontology—the depth of embodiment,
the dance, highlights the relational dynamic at play and inspires the encounter. There is

a difference here from the encounter with the Oak, which certainly had relational

22 While Brymer recognizes the ways in which fear can provide a certain type of companionship which
carries similar relational qualities to what I’'ve describes as a primary encounter, | contend that, if indeed
it is the fear that is considered a friend, this relational dynamic would not necessarily lead to a virtue-
oriented ethic.
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dynamics but was founded in substance. This illustrates the extent to which embracing
an ontological pluralism allows a fuller experience of encounter.

The final vignette will describe various experiences with the Sky, which differs
quite significantly from the Oak and the River in that what defines the Sky is space.
While the Sky contains substance in the form of dust particles and the like, the Sky itself
is not substance. Thus, encounters with the Sky are altogether different. As will be seen
in the descriptions and reflexion below, encounters with the Sky could be conceived of
as encounters with relations rather than substance, which again stems from a

metaphysics that embraces ontological pluralism.
7.1.3 The Sky

Do you remember? The moss-covered rock that provided our auditorium, the
mosquitoes that nearly drove us crazy earlier in the evening now gone to rest.
Do you remember the way that curtain of light began to dance across the sky,
smooth flowing undulations on an early July night. The conversations, the
banter, the evening tasks of washing billies and feeding the fire—all ceased as
we sat in awed silence. The light grew and faded, rippled in green and white
curtains across the northern sky. At times it came so close you could touch it,
then withdrew quickly like a frightened child. Bits of pink & red mixed with
green & pale white, and we sat breathless under a moonless night. What a gift.
Who needed 4" of July fireworks on a night like this? Heaven gave us her own,
and wasn’t it someone’s birthday? But that night it was everyone’s birthday, and
we sat mesmerized by heaven’s great celebration (Personal Journal, no date).
This vivid memory from a 2003 canoeing expedition in Canada illustrates one of
many encounters involving the Sky. An interesting theme that emerged when analyzing
autoethnographic data involved references to the Sky. Of all the natural features
mentioned in journal entries, the Sky was most often referenced when discussing
beauty or awe. Similar to the passage above, entries involving the Sky often included a
hushed, almost reverent silence. In one example,
Misty mountains with a roof of golden clouds. This could be one of the most
beautiful sights yet. | practically ran to this overlook- afraid | was going to miss

it. How much | miss because I'm too lazy to get out of bed for the sunrise. What
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an awesome privilege it is, to watch the world unfold as God paints the sky.... |

forgot my camera as | raced out here, but a camera could in no way capture the

beauty that is unfolding before me. Finally, the sun begins to break through and

its rays wash over my face... (Personal Journal, 8 February, 2001)

The most poignant memory | have of the Sky from the 6 month wilderness
leadership practicum happened on March 11, 2001. We had spent the day differently—
instead of paddling, we hiked up the canyon wall to a place known as Burro Bluff. After
days of travelling along the linear path the river had cut into the earth, we gained a new
visual perspective of vast, open country and an endless Sky. That night, back in the
canyon and from our campsite on a smooth sandstone platform, we sat in awe of a
brilliant starry Sky, framed by sheer canyon walls and interrupted by magnificent
flashes of distant lightning. We sat mesmerized in a hushed stillness, afraid that if we
spoke or made noise, we would ruin the moment. Years later, a member of our group
would write a song that describes this encounter,

| won’t remember on what night
Diamonds adorned an ink-black sky;
Lightening slashed silver and the moon painted white.
But | will recall how we sat absorbed in silence and light...

Chalk of earth melting into azure sky

I'll forget the details by and by

But not its meaning, not how time stood still.
Resting in the company of kindred souls--
Sweet frozen instant of bliss—
I'll forever remember this.?3

Other examples from the data reference the vivid colour of the Sky (especially
when contrasted against snow or trees), the vastness and multiplicity of stars, sunrises
and sunsets, moonrises, and the “canyon walls reaching towards the sky.” The Sky was
a constant companion, often reflecting the moods of the land, providing a canvas for

the continual unfolding of aesthetic beauty.

2 This is an excerpt from a song written by a member of our 6-Month WLP group. | have chosen not to
cite it specifically for the purpose of anonymity, as detailed in my research ethics application.
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Reflexive analysis

Descriptions of the Sky are perhaps the clearest examples from my data of the
sublime. What makes these experiences unique from the encounter with the Oak or the
River is the scale, the sense of being taken by surprise, and the distance. The negative
sensation associated with this type of sublime experience was not fear; rather, it
represented an inability to comprehend the sheer immensity of what was being
witnessed. This is what Kant referred to as the mathematical sublime. It reminds us of
our cognitive limitations and results in a humility that recognizes our inability to
manipulate or control something based on our knowledge. There is an alterity at play
here, a recognition of being in the presence of something wholly other, something that
evades being known. When viewed through the lens of a substance-based ontology,
this presents an epistemological dilemma. If the thing that | encounter is sublime and
thus transcendent, how can | possibly know it? However, if this is viewed through a lens
of relational ontology, the sublimity could be conceived of as relational. Rather than
substance being the source of the sublime, the source is instead found in the relational.
Epistemologically, the relationally sublime is known through intuition and perception
rather than reason and empiricism. This kind of knowledge is a knowing-with rather
than a knowing-that or knowing-how.

Sublime experiences with the Sky also tend to take us by surprise. While we
know of certain conditions that can cause an awe-inspiring celestial display—solar
flares that produce the northern lights, a certain amount of moisture in the atmosphere
that creates a more vivid sunset, etc—we still cannot fully predict when these majestic
displays will occur. The sky is an ever-ready stage that performs only when conditions
are right. The audience below tends to forget and ignore until something grabs our
attention—a particular pattern of colour, a unique cloud cover, an inexplicable
movement of light. When we are present, it arrests our attention and draws us into
transcendence. In a continuation of the opening journal entry, | described the
experience this way,

And it’s these moments we live for. These that seem real, more authentic

somehow. What makes them authentic? What is it that imprints these on our

memory, that causes us to close our eyes and allow it all to come cascading into

view? When | think back on some of these gems of my own journey, | realize
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that in almost all of these experiences | am drawn into something wholly other
than myself; | lose myself completely to the point of forgetfulness. The struggles
and frustrations and joys that were present only moments ago are lost and | am
taken away. What's left is something greater than myself, but something with
which | am intimately connected (Personal Journal, no date).
Buber discusses surprise as it relates to encounter, “The You encounters me by grace—
it cannot be found by seeking” (1970, p. 62).

In addition to the scale and the unpredictable nature of the sublime Sky, there is
also a sense of distance. This is both physical and relational. My experiences with the
Sky do not carry the same intimacy as my encounters with the Oak or the River. In my
journals, | do not refer to the Sky as a friend or recognize it as a sentient presence.
Perhaps this is due in part to perception. The Sky is not perceived as substance; indeed,
we know scientifically that it is not substance. Instead, it is more often referred to as a
stage, a canvas, a landscape.

Quite literally, Sky is space. The perception of blue in the Sky is scattered light
(Piazza and Degiorgio, 2005), appearing to us as blue but also an indication of distance
and vastness. Rebecca Solnit, in her essay “The Blue of Distance,” describes the ways in
which distant objects, like the Sky, appear blue, only to transform into other colours as
we draw closer (2005). For Solnit the colour blue arouses sensations of longing and
desire, “[I]t is the distance between us and the object of desire that fills the space in
between with the blue of longing” (2005, p. 109).

The Sky, it would seem, is a canvas for the relational. From the perspective of
physics, the theatrics in the sky are a visual demonstration of relationships between
substances. And perhaps the sublime feelings these demonstrations evoke represent a
longing and desire for the relational, an illustration of what is possible, what is beyond

the boundaries of substance—making the invisible visible.

7.2 The Oak, the River, the Sky, and primary encounters

In the previous chapter, | outlined 4 features that constitute a primary
encounter:

1. An experience of metaphysical holism, which includes;
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2. Atemporary and unexpected erasure of space/time boundaries, which leads
to;
3. An adoption of relational reciprocity which:
o Recognizes the agency of the other and,
o Embraces a piece of shared identity with the other;
4. Resulting in virtues of humility, respect, and care that inspires behaviours
stemming from a sense of responsibility for the other.
These three vignettes have been offered as a means to illustrate and test the
conceptual model against phenomenological experiences with the more-than-human
world. Having offered a reflexive analysis of each of these three vignettes, in this
section | will discuss the ways in which these experiences represent or do not represent

a primary encounter based on how these features are evidenced in each experience.
7.2.1 The Oak as a primary encounter

| would argue that my experience with the Oak would be considered a primary
encounter. The experience of metaphysical holism and the erasure of space/time
boundaries happened through an iterative process that was not continuous but came
and went over the span of 5 years. It was also unexpected in that | didn’t engage with
the Oak with this as an agenda. Buber discusses the iterative nature of encounter when
he mentions that a continual I-You encounter would “consume” us. There were times
when the Oak was an ‘It’, and other times when it would transform into a ‘You’. The
‘You’ appeared unexpectedly and most often during my morning routine of sitting
beneath her branches. True to Buber’s philosophy of dialogue, you could say that my
morning ritual was in reality a conversation between me and the Oak—a silent
conversation in which meanings were developed and exchanged. The relational
reciprocity was evident through these interactions and through my perception of
mutual care for the other species within our relational sphere. The quality of time |
spent with the Oak led to a deep sense of respect and care. | knew intrinsically that my
actions had a direct effect upon the Oak, and | went about my daily routines with this
awareness. | remember feeling somewhat complicit at the Oak’s passing, wondering if

there was something | could have done to prevent her death.
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From my analysis, | suggest that a key element leading to the experience of a
primary encounter in this case was time—both quantity and quality. The daily practice
of agenda-free time with the Oak allowed for an authentic presence that attuned me to
the Oak’s sentience and agency. The aesthetic of the Oak may have prompted this
practice, and the dialogue that ensued constituted a relational depth resulting in a

primary encounter and relational reciprocity.
7.2.2 The River as a primary encounter

My experience with the River also represents a form of primary encounter.
Whereas time and practice were important for the primary encounter with the Oak,
embodiment and immersive time were key elements that led to a primary encounter
with the River. The River required a daily surrendering of control and a continual
awareness of the physical interactions between me and the River’s ever-changing
currents. In this way, the sensation of metaphysical holism and erasure of space/time
boundaries manifested physically and was felt bodily. Mutuality and reciprocity with
the River was partly a matter of survival, and | chose to approach that relationship
through a posture of humility and respect rather than power and dominance.

The experience of time with the River was more immersive. Rather than a
continual daily practice over a long span, the time | spent with the River was embodied.
For the 6-8 hours of travel each day, my companions and | joined the River’s time and
space. This deepened the sense of metaphysical holism and forced me to recognize the
nature of the River as | learned to navigate her currents.

The respect | gained for the river inspired virtues of care and responsibility.
During my time on this trip, | learned from my instructor that upstream dams combined
with certain agricultural practices had led to high levels of chemical toxicity in the
water. This meant that we couldn’t drink the water; there was no way to filter out these
toxicities. | remember after our trip spending time researching this problem, which led
to a deeper awareness of human impacts on our more-than-human neighbors and a
sense of responsibility for the ecosystem as a whole. This highlights the value of
abstract knowledge which is illustrated here through the experience of being unable to
drink the water. This abstract knowledge led to curiosity and further investigation

where | was intrinsically motivated to learn more, due in part to the relational
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connection | had developed with the River. Taking the initiative to investigate further
(rather than someone just giving me information that | did not ask for) made me more
invested in the effort and thus resulted in an even deeper sense of care.

My encounter with the River illustrates the way a primary encounter unfolds
through embodiment and immersive time. Key to the encounter in this instance was
the initial posture of humility, which allowed me to experience the River with an
attitude of mutuality and respect. This led to an even deeper humility, and inspired

virtues of care and responsibility.
7.2.3 The Sky as a primary encounter

My experiences with the Sky easily align with the features of the sublime.
Features of a primary encounter are also evident, specifically the experience of
metaphysical holism and the temporary and unexpected erasure of space/time
boundaries. Different from the time spent with the Oak and the River, the Sky is a
constant presence. The sublime moment happens due to the occasion of a spark—
something new, aesthetic, and dynamic grabs our attention and pulls us into an
experience of hushed metaphysical holism that briefly suspends perceptions of space
and time.

Can these encounters with the Sky be said to result in relational reciprocity and
an awareness of the autonomy of the other? In the case of the Oak and the River, the
subject of relational reciprocity—the ‘You’ of the I-You—was substance. In the case of
the Oak, the substance was mostly static. The substance of the River was dynamic, but
still substance in the form of water. The Sky, in contrast, is space. The subject of
reciprocity in this case cannot be pinned down to substance. So what exactly
constitutes reciprocity?

| could attempt to make a case of the reciprocity of substance by referencing
movement, light, or colour. While these things are part of encounters with the Sky in
that these are the visible representations of the phenomenon, these are not substance
but rather evidence of relations. Movement, light, and colour evidence certain
relational dynamics that otherwise remain unseen.

| would argue that my encounters with the Sky represent primary encounters

with relations. The celestial theatrics of the northern lights display relational dynamics
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that | am privileged to witness, and for a brief moment | also participate in the
relationship. It could almost be said to constitute a secondary experience of primary
encounter. My awareness in these moments is not on substance—if it is truly a primary
encounter | am not thinking about the solar flares of the sun and the earth’s
atmosphere in the presence of northern lights. Instead, | am attuned to the unfolding
visible evidence of relationship. The moment | began to attribute the phenomenon to
the interplay between solar flares and the atmosphere, the encounter ceases and
becomes in I-It experience.

There is evidence of humility and respect resulting from these encounters,
particularly connected to a sense of awe and the mathematical sublime. The connection
to virtue in this case is more abstract, but when assisted by metaphysical imagination
there is potential to draw connections to relational dynamics that remain unseen. This
has the potential to result in a deeper awareness of relational dynamics and holism,
cultivating a posture that stems from relational ontology and concepts of mutual care

and flourishing.

7.3 Virtues of respect and care

These three vignettes offer three illustrative examples of connecting with the
more-than-human world. The Oak illustrates the role of aesthetics drawing me into an
agenda-free daily routine in which time and attention played a role in the unfolding
primary encounter. The encounter with the Oak was an encounter with a specific
member of the biotic community. The River illustrates the ways in which embodiment
and immersive time interact and the importance of approaching the experience from a
posture of humility and respect. This encounter represents a connection with elemental
dynamics—a combination between biotic and abiotic elements in the form of moving
water. The primary encounters with the Sky suggest that this phenomenon is not
restricted to substance and that it’s possible to have a primary encounter with
relations. While | have alluded to the ways in which these encounters lead to respect,
care and a virtue-oriented ethic, here | offer more direct connections between
encounter, relational reciprocity, and virtues.

In Visions of Vocation, Steven Garber asks the question, “Why is it that we care?

Why is it that we see ourselves implicated in the world, in the way the world is and
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isn’t—and in the way it ought to be? And why does it seem that some do not
care?”(2014, p. 17). Garber goes on to discuss an ethic of care that begins with seeing.
Seeing, deeply and fully in a way that acknowledges the interconnectedness of
metaphysical holism, leads to knowing. The knowing Garber discusses is not simply
knowledge; it’s connection, reflexivity, and reciprocity—the kind of knowing that Buber
describes as encounter. And this kind of knowing—abstract rather than concrete—
requires a response. Garber asks repeatedly in his book, “Knowing what | know about
the way the world is, what am | going to do?” (2014, p. 56). What is my moral response
to the condition of the world?

Garber then describes two possible responses. One takes the way of despair and
leads to nihilism. Overwhelmed by the immensity of the world’s problems, some feel ill-
equipped to do anything that can make a difference, and so they choose to do nothing
to address what they know. This can also breed a sort of hedonism. If there is nothing |
can do to make a difference in the world, then why not focus on my own happiness to
the exclusion of all else?

The other response is to be filled with such love and care for the world that we
choose to pursue a life of virtue. In this, Garber connects epistemology to ethics, “The
ways we learn shape our souls, for blessing or curse, consciously chosen or not, and are
rooted in epistemological commitments which are not morally neutral” (2014, p. 87).
The decision not to act is still a moral decision. Garber argues that knowledge is not
morally neutral; knowledge leads to responsibility. Knowing is encounter, and this kind
of encounter leads to responsibility. To know, in the sense of a primary encounter, is to
care—to accept responsibility for our role in the reciprocity.

| would argue that the kind of response that leads to virtues of respect and care
is rooted in relational reciprocity, which is an outcome of a primary encounter. Primary
encounters help us move beyond human flourishing, recognizing a reciprocal
relationship and the connection between human-flourishing and eco-flourishing.

In the context of outdoor adventure education, if we expect our programs and
pedagogical techniques to inspire ecologically-minded behaviours, we must learn how
to cultivate primary encounters which lead to relational reciprocity and a virtue-

oriented ethic that inspires pro-environmental behaviours. This shift will help move
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OAE from an adversarial relationship with the more-than-human world (as discussed in

chapter 2) towards one that embraces eco-flourishing.

7.4 Summary

The intent of this chapter was to illustrate and test the concept of primary
encounters using three vignettes from autoethnography. The vignettes offered three
different examples of primary encounters and highlighted certain conditions that
allowed for these encounters to occur including time and attention, embodiment and
immersive time, and a posture of humility and respect. The vignettes also highlighted
the occurrence of primary encounters with both substances and relations.

In chapter 2 | discussed the ways in which our connections with place are closely
tied to our identity. | returned to this theme in chapter 6 to suggest primary encounters
as a means to develop Raffan’s notion of numinous connections to place, which Raffan
claims represent some of the strongest bonds between humans and places. Where
Raffan describes the numinous connections that emerged from his ethnographic
research in the Thelon Game Sanctuary, | have sought to take this notion further by
discussing how a numinous connection might develop and the resulting ethical
implications of this kind of human-nature relation. Primary encounters extends place
connections beyond substances to the relational, leading to relational reciprocity,
which results in a holism and knowing-with that embodies a piece of shared identity.

This quality of relationship, bound up in identity and reciprocity, requires a
moral response. Contrary to the anthropocentric posture of traditional outdoor
adventure education where the primary focus is on individual growth and development,
an experience that encourages primary encounters transcends the individual. The
individual is still considered, but the transcendence pulls us above substance to
acknowledge the primacy of relationship and the interplay between substance and
relations. And this kind of relationship implicates us. We are not morally neutral. Our
very presence affects the fabric of metaphysics, and the resulting knowledge carries a
morality that leads to a response. As Garber asks, “knowing what we know, what must
we do?” Or, what is the ethical response to this reciprocity? Metaphysical holism moves

us beyond human-flourishing to focus on eco-flourishing. | would argue that when we
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come to know by way of a primary encounter, we can’t help but be respond with
respect and care.

With a fuller understanding of what constitutes a primary encounter and why
this is important, the remaining question is how do we create a space for primary
encounters to occur? Through the above vignettes, it becomes possible to imagine
some of the practical applications of primary encounters in outdoor adventure
education. The next chapter will explore these practical applications and suggest a

pedagogical approach that moves from place-responsive to place-inclusive.
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Chapter 8: Implications for Pedagogy

Philosophers from the phenomenological tradition suggest that the goal of
phenomenology is not to impart new forms of knowledge. Rather, phenomenology
seeks to highlight a sort of recognition, to identify a phenomenon of experience that
will at once feel familiar and produce a new awareness of the phenomenon's
significance (Cerbone, 2017). Taylor Carman discusses Heidegger’s interpretation of the
Greek word logos as “letting something be seen” (as quoted in Carman 2016, p. 183)
and, based on this construction, describes phenomenology as something that “consists
precisely in letting the ordinarily unseen dimension of what is seen be seen.” (2016, p.
183, emphasis in the original).

In the spirit of this tradition, the phenomenon of primary encounters is not
intended to reveal something new. Rather, my intent is to shed light on an occurrence
that is part of the human experience, but that often remains invisible, staying just
beyond the realm of conscious perception. In addition, as was revealed in the preceding
chapter, a primary encounter often involves a level of cultivation. In my examples with
the Oak and the River, an I-You encounter did not happen immediately. It took time to
develop (through regular practice in one instance and immersive embodiment in the
other) and was cultivated through increasing awareness of the autonomy of the other
and the reciprocal dynamic of my relation to the other.

If | have done my job, readers of the three vignettes in the previous chapter
were struck by something familiar—something they had experienced themselves but
perhaps had never quite taken the time to identify or cultivate. Throughout this project
| have argued that certain aspects of our relationship with the more-than-human world
are primary and material—they happen to us before any kind of cognitive or social
construction creates meaning. And | have further argued that these encounters have
the potential to cultivate virtues of respect and care, leading to relationships that
connect with meaning and identity and thus result in a valuation that transcends
instrumentalism. This results in a sense of place that is numinous and both arises from
and results in meaning based in relational reciprocity. Whereas Euro-centric ontologies
often encourage a one-way relationality associated with place (evidenced by

privatization and ownership), indigenous ontologies that recognize the primacy of
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relations recognize that relationality is reciprocal and transcends space-time boundaries
and concepts of ownership in metaphysical holism.

Our world desperately needs this relational paradigm shift as we acknowledge
the era of the Anthropocene. And while the idea of this new epoch is still debated
(Zalasiewicz et al., 2011), what is clear is that human progress has negatively affected
the more-than-human world. In many cases, the progress of our species has come at
the expense of our more-than-human neighbours. We see this through the loss of
biodiversity, depletion of our soil, and the melting of ice caps. Human behaviours are
negatively impacting our ecosystem (Bernstein et al., 2008).

In chapter 2, | discussed the ways in which traditional OAE pedagogical
approaches have the potential to lead towards adversarial relationship with the more-
than-human world. In addition to this adversarial relationship, the anthropocentric
nature of traditional OAE pedagogy sets humans apart from the more-than-human
world and breeds a false dichotomy, creating a false perception that our presence in
natural environments “leaves no trace” (and also a perception that “leaving no trace” is
desirable and/or beneficial to humans and the more-than-human world).

The discussion of pedagogy in chapter 2 focused on the historical and cultural
roots of OAE and the resulting goals of teaching, often centered on anthropocentric
outcomes related to character development. | also acknowledged the emergence of
place-responsive outdoor education, including the wild pedagogies and the re-wilding
education movements. Within this discourse, | acknowledged a philosophy—pedagogy
value gap—an assumption that adapting pedagogical methods will produce a value
structure that elicits virtues of respect and care and pro-environmental behaviours. If
outdoor adventure education is to play a role in addressing climate change and
encouraging pro-environmental behaviours, this philosophy-pedagogy value gap needs
to be addressed, infusing new value systems that address the nature and quality of
human relationships with the more-than-human world.

My attempt with this project has been to first address what I've determined to
be the problematic philosophical assumptions that negatively impact traditional OAE
pedagogy, and then suggest new assumptions that will provide stronger support for
place-inclusive pedagogy, stemming from the conceptual framework of primary

encounters.
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This chapter returns to pedagogy and begins to address this gap with a focus on
experience, which is often considered to be the distinguishing factor that differentiates
OAE pedagogy from other forms of pedagogy. Beginning with the overarching
philosophy of experiential education, | outline some of the epistemological assumptions
around experience that have historically driven this educational tradition, looking at the
experiencing self, the experiencing community, and finally the experiencing place. |
then suggest ways in which relational ontology and primary encounters can be
cultivated in OAE pedagogy and how pedagogues might enable a place-inclusive
pedagogy that allows room for the more-than-human world to contribute to the

construction of knowledge.

8.1 An epistemology of experience

Outdoor Adventure Education has traditionally relied upon experiential
education as a foundation for pedagogy. According to the Association for Experiential
Education, “Experiential education is a teaching philosophy that informs many
methodologies in which educators purposefully engage with learners in direct
experience and focused reflection in order to increase knowledge, develop skills, clarify
values, and develop people's capacity to contribute to their communities” (Association
for Experiential Education, no date).

Much has been written about Experiential Education, especially regarding ways
this philosophical approach informs OAE pedagogy. One of the more complete
overviews of the philosophical foundations of experiential education can be found in
Jay Robert’s Beyond Learning by Doing. Using the metaphor of a river, Roberts
describes several “currents” that have contributed to the overarching philosophy of
experiential education: the romantic current, the pragmatic current, the critical current,
the normative current, and the hopeful current. Roberts's book is a good example of
what | have always found to be interesting, and in some ways troubling, about
discussions of experiential education philosophy. Rather than being a philosophy in its
own right, experiential education borrows from a variety of different ideas to create a
sort of patchwork philosophy. Various pedagogues, including Roberts, reference the
ideas of Romanticism, Pragmatism, and Critical Pedagogy (to name a few) as being part

of the experiential education patchwork. | don’t imagine experiential education is
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unique in this way; however, most of the patches that make up the overall tapestry
come from ideas related to epistemology. Ontological discussions are scarce, and
where they do occur they focus primarily on humans and the nature of being human
(Harrison, 2010; Quay, 2013).

Does this really matter? | believe it does if we are to make radical changes in our
educational structures, which many suggest is necessary for the health and survival of
our planet and, through our reciprocal relations, humans (Jickling, Blenkinsop, Morse,
et al., 2018). I'm reminded of the evolution within the field of environmental ethics.
Many ethical theories that recognize the value of the more-than-human world simply
create arguments that extend already accepted ethical notions to various aspects of the
natural world. Known as ethical extensionism, several examples of this approach are
discussed by Joseph Deslardins in his Environmental Ethics survey text (2012). One
notable example from DesJardins involves extending ethical (and thus legal) standing to
mountains, trees, and rivers, which was the foundation of the Sierra Club vs. Morton
Supreme Court case in which the Sierra Club represented the Mineral King Valley to
block a ski resort from being established. While ethical extensionism has some merit, |
argue that changing human values at a foundational level cannot happen without
challenging foundational ontologies.

New environmental philosophies are working to establish stronger ontological
foundations for environmental ethics, including Deep Ecologists, Ecofeminists, and
Queer Ecologists. While it is outside the scope of this project to delve into the
philosophical foundations of these approaches to environmental ethics, it's worthwhile
to recognize their acknowledgement of the need to address the metaphysical and
ontological assumptions that drive our values and ethical structures.

Returning to pedagogy, | argue that within OAE we have suffered from a similar
sort of extensionism. We have engaged in pedagogical borrowing without fully
considering the philosophical assumptions that drove the development of these
pedagogies. Addressing the philosophy-pedagogy value gap will involve delving under
the surface to look at the philosophical plumbing and consider whether any repairs or

re-routing is warranted.
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8.1.1 From individual to social

One of the primary features that is consistent within all variations of experiential
education is the attention given to experience. Epistemologically, experiential
educators contend that the construction of knowledge begins with experience. While
this concept has been generally uncontested, there has been some historical debate
regarding how experiences are construed.

Take for example David A. Kolb’s experiential learning cycle, which is often cited
as the clearest theory of experiential education (Figure 3). Kolb’s model relies on a
concrete experience, which is reflected upon on an individual level, creating an abstract
conception which requires experimentation to test validity. This experimentation
begins a new cycle and constitutes a return to the first task of a concrete experience.
Kolb takes some of his cues from John Dewey, who outlined the essential role that

experience plays in education (Dewey, 2007).

The Experiential Learning Cycle

Concrete
Experience
(doing / having an
experience)
Active Reflective
Experimentation Observation
(planning / trying out (reviewing / reflecting

what you have learned) on the experience)

Abstract

Conceptualisation
(concluding / learning
from the experience)

Figure 3: The Experiential Learning Cycle (Kolb, 1984)

But experience has been highly debated by philosophers, especially as it relates
to epistemology and the validity of knowledge gained through experience. Experiences,
after all, involve our senses as well as our emotions. Can either of these be trusted to
provide an objective view of the world?

April Crosby (1981) discusses the debate around epistemology that occurred

between the Rationalists and Empiricists of the 16" century. Rationalists, who followed
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the philosophy of René Descartes, claimed that true knowledge could only be gained
through reason, whereas Empiricists, led by David Hume, argued that only data
empirically generated from the senses could be trusted as true knowledge. It was
Immanuel Kant who provided a way forward. He identified a problematic ontological
assumption at the root of both Rationalism and Empiricism; namely, that the world has
some objective order that we must perceive correctly to truly gain knowledge. This
would make knowledge impossible for us to perceive as it would require us to be
outside of our own minds.

Kant instead suggested that the source of order is in the human mind. That is,
rather than the mind attempting to perceive some objective order that already exists in
the world, the mind instead is an active agent that constructs order. Kant allowed space
for experience to play a role in education by acknowledging the activity of perception.
The mind plays a role in constructing knowledge, combining sensory experience with
rational thought to support a coherence model of truth (Crosby, 1981).

However, constructing knowledge in this way is a solitary endeavour, an internal
process that exists in the mind of the self. Education that relies on Kant’s ideas alone
does not leave room for the influence of other humans. The pragmatists of the early
20t century sought to address this by suggesting that “individual experience... is
realized only in transaction with others” (Roberts, 2012, p. 51). Pragmatists contended
that the construction of knowledge extends outside of the mind as we interact with
others. We construct knowledge together through intersubjectivity. In other words, the
mind constructs knowledge by combining sensory experience with rational thought, but
knowledge is also gained through co-construction with other minds.

This acknowledgement of social construction’s role in epistemology recognizes
that the self is connected to other humans through our understanding of the world.
Pedagogically, adopting the notion of social construction means that learning is an
inherently social experience. Parker Palmer addresses this by describing learning as a
“community of truth.” In Courage to Teach, he claims that “reality is a web of
communal relationships, and we can know reality only by being in community with it”
(1998, p. 95). Palmer illustrates this and redefines education as being subject-centered

and relationally dynamic (Figure 4).
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Palmer’s work serves to empower learners by flattening the traditionally
hierarchical structure between teacher and student and centring the subject as a
unifying element in the educational community. In this way, he attempts to illustrate
the removal of barriers—power dynamics, the withholding of knowledge, the
inaccessibility of the subject matter—by suggesting a synergistic relationship as a
starting point. In addition, Palmer advances the notion of ‘self’ by recognizing the role
of the subject as a co-constructor of knowledge. In Palmer’s Community of Truth,
learning is a dynamic and relational process that includes the subject as an active
member and as a centralizing presence.

Palmer’s work is valuable, but it stops just short of allowing for a relational
ontology as a starting point. While he identifies the role of relationship in holding a
community of truth together, he does not go so far as to suggest a primacy of relations.
He also does not clearly define what he means by ‘subject’, leaving the reader to fill in
the blanks. The reader is also left to imagine a setting for this community as the notion
of place is left undefined. The illustration is place-less, left on the white background of

the page without any reference to where this community might find itself.

Knower

™

Knower

Knower Subject

Knower \

Knower

Figure 4: Parker Palmer's educational model (Palmer, 1998, p. 102)

To be fair, Parker Palmer is not an outdoor educator. The context of his

experience comes from teaching in a classroom environment, and this environment is
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assumed in his writing. His audience is educators in the traditional sense, who are
largely stuck inside the four walls of a human-built environment.

Palmer’s model provides an interesting stepping-off point to broaden the notion
of “community” in ways that might include the more-than-human world. As illustrated
in this section, we can trace how epistemology has been broadened to recognize the
ways in which humans construct knowledge—both individually and socially. Can we
broaden this concept of construction to the more-than-human world? Starting from a
place of relational ontology that recognizes the autonomy of the more-than-human
world allows for the possibility of knowledge that is co-constructed by humans and non-
humans. How might the concept of primary encounters inform this kind of approach to

pedagogy?
8.1.2 The experiencing place

Recognizing the role of place and the more-than-human world is not a new
concept in OAE pedagogy. Various pedagogical approaches to this have been
categorized under the umbrella of experiential education, including place-based
education, place-responsive education, community-based education, and wild
pedagogies. Discussed previously in chapter 2, it will be helpful to review some of the
tenets of these approaches to education as we begin exploring connections with
primary encounters.

Place-based education was developed in the early 1990s by educators who
advocated for a stronger connection to the social, cultural, and environmental
components of the particular location where learning takes place. Researchers and
educators in Europe and Australia who advocated for an even stronger connection with
the specific elements of the environment began to use the terminology ‘place-
responsive’ pedagogy. While the terms ‘place-based’ and ‘place-responsive’ are often
used interchangeably, there are some slight differences between these two
approaches.

Place-based education uses pedagogical strategies to orient learners to the local
environment, encouraging a sense of connectedness to place (Sobel, 2004). This
pedagogical approach has been suggested as a way to help locate education within

communities and is often used interchangeably with community-based education. As
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such, place-based education connects pedagogy with local narratives and place-making,
situating the learning within the local culture and the stories that make up that culture.

Place-responsive education takes learning a step further by infusing critical
pedagogy into place-based education. Critical pedagogy recognizes the role of humans
as agents of change. Inspired by Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (2005),
critical pedagogy suggests an educational approach that moves beyond inert knowledge
acquisition and assumes that all learning leads to action. Epistemologically, critical
pedagogy presents learning as forward motion and challenges educators to consider
the kind of movement they want to inspire in learners. With the accumulation of
knowledge comes the responsibility to apply that knowledge in the learners’ social and
cultural contexts. Gruenwald (2003b) suggests combining the ideas of critical pedagogy
with place-based education in a “Critical Pedagogy of Place.” This idea eventually
evolved into a place-responsive pedagogy that “involves the explicit efforts to teach by
means of an environment with the aim of understanding and improving human-
environment relations” (Mannion, Fenwick and Lynch, 2013, p. 792).

The emergence of (new) materialism coupled with an increasing awareness of
indigenous traditions has further influenced the way we conceive of place within
education and has led to new pedagogical approaches, including wild pedagogies. While
there is ongoing debate about what exactly (new) materialism entails (Gamble, Hanan
and Nail, 2019), a common feature of this ontological turn is a movement away from
dualisms and thus a recognition of the reciprocal nature of humans and the more-than-
human world. Specifically, (new) materialists recognize that matter is not a passive
substance but instead is active, lively, and agentic (Coole and Frost, 2010). As discussed
previously, a strong criticism of (new) materialism is that it is not new at all but serves
to exploit long-held indigenous ontologies through centuries of oppression and a
misconstrued notion that (new) materialism stems from Euro-centric intellectualism
(Todd, 2016).

Having already addressed the significance of (new) materialism and indigenous
ontologies in a previous chapter, here | will discuss the influence these concepts have
had on OAE pedagogy. These concepts have taken pedagogy down a new path of not
only centring place in the process of learning but recognizing that the more-than-

human world can be an active participant in the educational process.
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8.2 Place-inclusive pedagogy

Wild pedagogies emerged in 2012 in reaction to the increasing standardization
of education alongside concerns about the health and future of the more-than-human
world. From its beginning as a graduate course at Lakehead University, the idea grew to
include a multi-national group of concerned educators, many of them from OAE
traditions (Jickling, Blenkinsop, Timmerman, et al., 2018). These educators began
organizing colloquiums to discuss the ways in which education can address the
challenges facing our planet. These discussions and subsequent publications have
extended the concept of place-responsive pedagogy to what | consider to be place-
inclusive pedagogy.

The wild pedagogies website lists two premises upon which these ideas rest: “First,
human relationships with the Earth are not sustainable. Second, education is a
necessary partner in any transformational project of the scale required to address the
first premise” (Kazi, 2023b). Based on these premises, six “touchstones” have been
suggested for educators wishing to put these premises into practice:

1. Nature as co-teacher

2. Complexity, the unknown, and spontaneity

3. Locating the wild

4. Time and practice

5. Socio-cultural change

6. Building alliances and the human community (Jickling, Blenkinsop, Timmerman,

etal., 2018)

The authors are careful to state that these touchstones are not meant to suggest a
formulaic method for teaching. Instead, they serve as guides, “places of departure and
places to return to” (2018, p. 79). In addition, the authors invite further discussion and
research that might strengthen educational approaches based on wild pedagogies.

There is much to unpack here, and many connections can be made between
primary encounters and wild pedagogies. Since touchstones 1, 2, and 4 are most
relevant to this project, | will focus specifically on these and discuss how primary

encounters might inform approaches to OAE that are more place-inclusive.
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8.2.1 Nature as co-teacher

The first touchstone of wild pedagogies, the concept of nature as co-teacher
deepens the role that the more-than-human world might play in educative settings. The
wild pedagogies authors describe it this way,

This touchstone reminds educators to acknowledge, and then to act, on the idea

that those teachers capable of working with, caring for, and challenging student

learning include more-than-human beings. This implies more than simply
learning from the natural world; it includes learning with and through it as well;
and thus, its myriad beings become active, fellow pedagogues (Jickling,

Blenkinsop, Morse, et al., 2018, p. 80).

In describing what this pedagogical approach may entail, the authors acknowledge a
degree of ambiguity. While certain material elements of a place might be known prior
to a direct experience, there are performative elements that will be unexpected.
Layering the second touchstone (complexity, the unknown, and spontaneity) onto the
first, if we are to open ourselves to acknowledge the more-than-human world as co-
teacher, it requires an openness to the unknown and adaptability to what the
performative world might throw our way.

To illustrate this concept, I'm reminded of an expedition | led during my early
20’s. My co-instructor and | wanted to recognize how the natural world might help
illustrate some of the learning outcomes we created for our trip. The expedition was a
college orientation trip, so students were transitioning between high school and
college, most of them leaving home for the first time. For our trip, we wanted to focus
on the challenges that this might entail and how these students might prepare
themselves ahead of time for these challenges by focusing on nourishment. Questions
we posed to the students included things like, “What are you digesting, physically,
mentally, and emotionally? How might the things that you are allowing yourself to
consume impact your physical, mental, and emotional health?” As we sought to provide
direct experiences that might support these concepts, we planned our backpacking
route in such a way that we would have very different water sources each night—clear
lakes, leech-infested bogs, springs, waterfalls, etc.—and we facilitated these

experiences by discussing how the different elements that life throws our way can
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impact our overall health and well-being. We did this by discussing the particular water
source—how easy or hard it was to collect the water, how many steps we had to take
to make the water potable, the taste of the water, etc.

Some might hear the story of this expedition and think, “Oh! That’s a great
example of nature as co-teacher!” Is it? | would argue the opposite, and instead suggest
that this story provides a good example of utilizing an aspect of the more-than-human
world as an object lesson. While, as educators, my co-instructor and | remained open to
unknown elements of the experience and how these might impact the learning, we had
a very clear and a very anthropocentric goal that impacted our integration of the
natural world. To put it plainly, we had an agenda. The dynamic nature of the natural
world dictated that we remain adaptable to how that agenda might play out, but we
stuck to our stated purpose and learning outcome, utilising (manipulating?) an element
of the more-than-human world to help us achieve our pedagogical aims.

Additionally, in this example we chose to focus on specific substances within the
natural world—things that we already knew existed due to our previous experiences in
these places (and the information provided on maps). While there were some relational
dynamics, our pedagogical focus was primarily impacted by the nature of substance—
where the water was located, the quality of the water for drinking purposes, etc.—
relationally there was an acknowledgement of our dependence upon water and the
degree to which we had to purify the water to allow for safe drinking. However, this
relational dynamic was not reciprocal. It was focused exclusively on human health and
well-being. We did not discuss the ways in which the water supported other life forms,
how our presence might impact water quality and subsequently their health and well-
being, or the ways in which the water connected us with other things that also
depended on it for sustenance. The water taught the students what we wanted them to
learn, it served as an object that we could construct to meet our stated goals. Our
relationship with these water sources was based on an I-It mode of relating.

This is an example of applying ‘nature as co-teacher’ from the stance of a
substance-based ontology. While we may have seen similar outcomes had we
approached this expedition from a relationally-oriented ontology, | would argue that
we also would have spent more time listening and seeing and would have experienced

a deeper connection to the more-than-human world, highlighting our interdependence
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upon the water and recognizing our need to respect and care for these sources of
sustenance for all forms of life. These ontological considerations are discussed in more
detail below. First | will explore how touchstones 2 and 4 might be enhanced through

primary encounters.
8.2.2 Complexity, the unknown, and spontaneity

This second touchstone connects to primary encounters by allowing space for
the unexpected. As discussed in Chapter 6, primary encounters are material and
unplanned. There is almost always an element of surprise—sometimes sudden and
sometimes occurring over time (as in the case of the Oak). While there are a number of
ways to encourage an openness to complexity, the unknown, and spontaneity, here |
would suggest that this is a further argument to reimagine the role of adventure in
outdoor education.

Though not all definitions of adventure include elements of risk and danger
(particularly in Eastern countries such as China and Taiwan), most definitions include
acknowledging some element of uncertainty (Ewert and Sibthorp, 2014). While there
may be a hoped-for outcome, there exists an awareness (and sometimes even an
expectation) that the outcome will be unexpected. For Mortlock, adventure “always
ends with feelings of enjoyment, satisfaction, or elation about the successful
completion of that journey” (as quoted in Ewert and Sibthorp, 2014, p. 4). In my 6-
Month Wilderness Leadership Practicum, we often discussed adventure and at times
contrasted an adventure with an ordeal. One differentiating factor was that adventure,
while sometimes not enjoyable during the experience, results in a sense of satisfaction.
When the outcome is negative, it might be more appropriately referred to as an ordeal
or even an incident.

Notably for this study, adventure embraces uncertainty and allows room for
spontaneity to unfold as one encounters unpredictable elements and experiences
(particularly in the case of outdoor adventure). Embodiment deepens the adventure as
humans are continually faced with adapting to changing environmental conditions
(temperature, precipitation, wind, currents, animal encounters, etc). While we often

gather as much data as possible in preparation for an outdoor adventure—including
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checking the weather, planning routes with mapping software, reading previous trip
reports—there are still unknown factors that can impact the overall outcomes.?*

Whereas with traditional OAE these dynamics are often constructed within the
educational experience to highlight intra/interpersonal outcomes—such as self-
discipline or tenacity—if we shift our focus on the non-human elements of the
experience it might allow for primary encounters to emerge from these experiences.
Under these conditions, our psyche is already attuned to the uncertainty and senses are
often heightened in order to adapt to changing conditions. Many of the decisions we
make during outdoor adventures are based primarily on feedback from the
environment, making us more attuned to the non-human world around us.

The vignettes in the previous chapter illustrate a few ways this attunement to
the more-than-human world can lead to a primary encounter. In my encounter with the
Oak, for example, | sat on my porch with no agenda. While this wasn’t technically
outdoor adventure, there was a measure of embracing the unknown and spontaneity as
| allowed the world to unfold before me and opened my mind to what it revealed. The
expedition on the Rio Grande was classic outdoor adventure, full of risk and uncertain
outcomes. In this example, the embodiment required to successfully navigate the river
became an almost physical connection with the elements of the river, uniting us in
metaphysical holism. And finally, the Sky almost commands attention when we are
outdoors for an extended amount of time. Weather becomes a bigger factor during
these experiences, and we often look to the Sky to determine what weather we might
expect. In addition, sleeping outside gives us much more access to the night Sky than
our indoor environments. | have to work a little harder, for instance, to be attuned to
the phases of the moon when | am not sleeping under the stars.

| would argue that, particularly in the second and third vignettes, adventure
helped to pave the way for primary encounters because of the embrasure of

uncertainty, creating the space necessary for complexity, the unknown, and

24 1t’s worth acknowledging that technological advancements are minimizing the amount of uncertainty
associated with adventure. Advanced mapping features, for instance, can tell you where there is cell
phone coverage or provide satellite imagery that reveals the amount of snow coverage. It could be
argued that this is impacting the positive outcomes of adventure, something | do not have the space to
explore further.
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spontaneity. A reimagining of adventure within outdoor education has the potential to
profoundly affect ecological relationships by setting the stage for primary encounters.
Acknowledging the need to create space requires attending to the impacts of

time and practice, which is the subject of touchstone 4.
8.2.3 Time and practice

In the Oak vignette, the primary encounter evolved through 5 years of repeated
exposure to the same member of the biologic community. Sam Harrison (2010),
reviewing the literature of place-based education, suggests that one common theme in
pedagogical approaches that are place-responsive is “a series of visits to one locality”
(7). This runs contrary to many approaches in outdoor adventure education, which
primarily involve going to a location that is ‘away’ (e.g. not home) and traveling through
the environment without lingering in any one spot. Perhaps an exception to this can be
found on water-based experiences and extended mountaineering expeditions. In these
kinds of experiences, while the specific location within the landscape might change,
adventurers are spending extended time on the same body of water or same mountain
peak, thus providing immersive time with a larger feature of the environment. During
my own river expedition, we only spent one night in each particular location (with the
exception of one campsite where we spent two nights). However, we were on the same
body of water daily, in the same riparian ecosystem.

It’s possible that adventurers experience something similar when completing a
through-hike on a long trail, or completing a grade VI rock climb that extends over
several days. Regardless, the autoethnographic data does point to the role of time
combined with an attention to place as key to the development of relational
reciprocity.

Later | will discuss some practical implications of these ideas, but first I'd like to
explore how new ontological structures can strengthen place-inclusive approaches like

wild pedagogies.

8.3 Ontological considerations

Wild pedagogies is another example of adjusting methodology without

recognizing the need to address onto-epistemological underpinnings. While |
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acknowledge that there are implied assumptions related to both ontology and
epistemology hidden within wild pedagogies, these aren’t addressed directly or in any
meaningful way in the texts or journal articles associated with the movement. | would
argue that when epistemology is driven b